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Abstract 

 1 

ABSTRACT 

Labor market inclusion is a complex assignment that takes place through a 
dynamic interaction between unemployed individuals from vulnerable 
groups, several authority actors and employers.  

The overall aim of this thesis was to explore the social dynamics of labor 
market inclusion, with a particular focus on integration, from the perspec-
tives of employers and authority actors. Three empirical studies have been 
conducted focusing on different perspectives and integration challenges, 
using various forms of qualitative methods and theoretical approaches. 

Study I was a qualitative phenomenographic interview study of em-
ployers’ perspectives on labor market inclusion and intersectoral integra-
tion. The study showed that employers’ views are multifaceted and can be 
categorized as constrained, independent, and conditional, and can be un-
derstood through a complex internal relationship between conceived indi-
vidual-, workplace- and authority-related aspects in relation to the themes 
of trust, contribution, and support (paper I). 

Study II was a two-year longitudinal case study of an interorganiza-
tional integration project, focusing on the authority actors’ perspectives. 

Through ethnographic fieldwork and a practice-theory approach, two di-
vergent rationalities (an empowerment rationality and a coordinating ra-
tionality) were identified within the project organization, and four central 
concepts were highlighted – communication, trust, structure, and steering 
– contributing to a collapse in integration (paper II). The dysfunctional 
group processes were further analyzed with the theory of negative effects 
of social capital and shadow organizing, summarized as three social dy-
namics: insulation, homogenization, and escalating commitment (paper 
III). 

Study III was a one-year longitudinal case study of a municipal in-
traorganizational integration project focusing on the perspectives of both 
authority actors and municipal employers. This study combined ethno-
graphic field work with the theory of social representations, which visual-
ized three different representations among the different professional 
groups – individual-, employer-, and political-oriented – which contrib-
uted to creating tensions within the project, identified as incomprehension, 
power struggles, expectation gaps, and distrust (paper IV).  

By studying two labor market inclusion projects through shadow or-
ganizing, the thesis has revealed a complex and dynamic interplay between 
the various views of the actors involved, as well as social processes within 
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the project organizations and organizational aspects, referred to as social 

dynamics. These social dynamics constitute the key concepts in this thesis, 
contributing understanding about how integration and organization work 
within labor market inclusion projects, or rather, what makes them fail. 
Three social dynamics were identified: multiple and conflicting views, 
grouping processes, and power struggles.  

Greater knowledge and awareness of these complex and social dynam-
ics of labor market inclusion may contribute to better preparedness when 
organizing integration projects. The results suggest that by identifying and 
addressing the multiple views characterizing integration projects and not 
letting incomprehension dominate, the destructive social dynamics may 
not be given as much space, or may even be avoided, which may stimulate 
a willingness to integrate rather than the opposite. 
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SVENSK SAMMANFATTNING 

Arbetsmarknadsinkludering är ett komplext uppdrag som utspelar sig i en 
dynamisk samverkan mellan arbetslösa individer från utsatta grupper, 
flera myndighetsaktörer och arbetsgivare. Denna samverkan är förknippad 
med olika utmaningar, både när det gäller intra- och interorganisatorisk 
samverkan mellan olika involverade myndighetsaktörer och intersektoriell 
samverkan, mellan myndighetsaktörer och arbetsgivare.   
 Det övergripande syftet med avhandlingen är att utforska de sociala 
dynamikerna inom arbetsmarknadsinkludering, med särskilt fokus på 
samverkan, utifrån arbetsgivarnas och myndighetsaktörernas perspektiv. 
Frågeställningarna berör vilka olika synsätt kring arbetsmarknads-inklu-
dering och samverkan som finns hos arbetsgivare och myndighets-aktörer 
och hur det påverkar organiseringen och samverkan i arbetsmarknads-
inkluderingsprojekt, samt hur detta kan teoretiseras. 
 Tre empiriska studier har genomförts med fokus på olika perspektiv 
och samverkansutmaningar genom olika kvalitativa metoder och teore-
tiska förhållningssätt. Totalt bestod urvalet av drygt 100 informanter (ar-
betsgivare, projektdeltagare, projektmedarbetare, personal i deltagande 
organisationer samt ledningsrepresentanter).  
 Studie I var en fenomenografisk intervjustudie med fokus på arbetsgi-
vares synsätt gällande arbetsmarknadsinkludering av arbetslösa med 
funktionsnedsättning samt intersektoriell samverkan. Studien visade att 
arbetsgivares synsätt är mångfacetterade och kan kategoriseras som be-
gränsade, oberoende och villkorade. De olika synsätten kan förstås som ett 
komplext internt samspel mellan olika individuella, arbetsplats- och myn-
dighetsrelaterade aspekter i förhållande till tre identifierade teman: tillit, 
värde och stöd (artikel I). Studien visade på vikten av att förstå och ta hän-
syn till arbetsgivarnas perspektiv vid organisering av samverkan inom ar-
betsmarknadsinkludering.  
 Studie II var en tvåårig longitudinell fallstudie av ett interorganisato-
riskt samverkansprojekt med fokus på myndighetsaktörers perspektiv gäl-
lande arbetsmarknadsinkludering och organisering. Projektet studerades 
genom etnografiskt fältarbete, dvs. intervjuer, fokusgrupper, observat-
ioner, skuggning samt dokumentstudier. I artikel II analyserades projektet 
utifrån ett praktikteoretiskt perspektiv. Två motsatta logiker (en empower-
mentlogik och en samordningslogik) identifierades inom projektorganisat-
ionen.  I samspel med fyra centrala teman– kommunikation, tillit, struktur 
och styrning – hade de negativ inverkan på organiseringen och samverkan 
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vilket resulterade i en samverkanskollaps. I artikel III analyserades de dys-
funktionella grupprocesserna i projektgruppen utifrån teorier om negativa 
effekter av socialt kapital, samt shadow organizing. Tre negativa sociala dy-
namiker identifierades: isolering, homogenisering och eskalerande enga-
gemang. 
 Studie III var en ettårig longitudinell fallstudie av ett kommunalt intra-
organisatoriskt samverkansprojekt med fokus på både myndighetsaktörer 
och kommunala arbetsgivare. Projektet studerades genom etnografiskt 
fältarbete, dvs. intervjuer, fokusgrupper, observationer, samt dokument-
studier, och analyserades utifrån teorin om sociala representationer. Tre 
olika sociala representationer av projektet identifierades bland de olika 
professionella grupperna: en individorienterad, en arbetsgivarorienterad 
och en politisk orienterad. Dessa bidrog till att skapa spänningar inom pro-
jektet, identifierade som oförståelse, maktkamp, förväntningsgap och 
misstro, vilket stimulerade en ovilja till samverkan (artikel IV). 
 Genom att studera två arbetsmarknadsinkluderingsprojekt med inspi-
ration från shadow organizing har avhandlingen beskrivit ett komplext och 
dynamiskt samspel mellan de olika aktörernas olika åsikter, sociala proces-
ser inom projektorganisationerna och organisatoriska aspekter, benämnda 
sociala dynamiker. Dessa sociala dynamiker utgör nyckelbegrepp i denna 
avhandling och bidrar till förståelse för hur samverkan och organisering 
fungerar inom arbetsmarknadsinkluderingsprojekt, eller snarare, vad som 
får dem att misslyckas. Tre sociala dynamiker identifierades: många och 
motstridiga synsätt, grupprocesser och maktkamp. 
 Ökad kunskap och medvetenhet om dessa komplexa och sociala dyna-
miker inom arbetsmarknadsinkludering kan bidra till förbättrad bered-
skap vid organisering av samverkansprojekt. Resultaten antyder att de de-
struktiva sociala dynamikerna som beskrivits kan ges mindre utrymme el-
ler till och med undvikas genom att de olika synsätten förs fram i ljuset och 
skillnader och likheter adresseras. Sådana strategier kan stimulera en vilja 
att samverka snarare än tvärtom. 

Rekommendationer till praktiken 
Denna avhandling har belyst utmaningar med samverkan och organisering 
av arbetsmarknadsinkluderingsprojekt. Med tanke på alla de utmaningar 
samverkan är förknippad med följer rekommendationerna Huxham och 
Vangens råd "Gör det inte om du inte måste" (Huxham and Vangen, 2005, 
p. 13). Dock, eftersom arbetsmarknadsinkludering är ett fragmenterat och 
komplext uppdrag som delas av flera myndighetsaktörer i förhållande till 
arbetslösa individer och arbetsgivare, krävs ofta samverkan i någon form. 
I dessa fall, för att minska eller undvika samverkansutmaningar, behövs 
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samverkanskompetens. En utmärkt källa till samverkanskompetens är 
Huxham och Vangens teori om fördelar med samverkan. Denna avhand-
ling kan också bidra till sådan kompetens genom att lyfta fram några re-
kommendationer baserade på lärdomarna från misslyckandena i pro-
jekten: 

 Organisera samverkansprojekt baserat på programteorier med tyd-
ligt angivna mål, målgrupper och arbetssätt. 

 Organisera och förtydliga projektorganisationerna angående roller, 
mandat och uppdrag. 

 Prioritera ledning och styrning av samverkansprojekten och säker-
ställ att dessa representanter har goda kommunikationsförmågor. 

 Säkerställ att arbetsgivarnas perspektiv är med vid organisering av 
projekt och insatser inom arbetsmarknadsinkludering.   

 Prioritera utvärdering och skapa förutsättningar för ett utvecklings-
inriktat lärande. 
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ABBREVIATIONS 

Abbreviations 

PES The Public Employment Service 
SIA  The Swedish Social Insurance Agency 
CA  Coordination association 
ALMP Active labor market policies  
 
Definitions of central concepts 

Labor market inclusion: The process of getting unemployed individuals 
from dependency on welfare benefits to self-sufficiency through work. 
 
Integration: Overall concept describing various structures for collabora-
tion and cooperation.  
 
Social dynamics: Refers to tensions in relation to organizational aspects 
and grouping processes identified as influencing the integration projects. 
 
Authority actors/authorities: Refers to the four authorities involved in la-
bor market inclusion in this thesis: the PES, the SIA, the municipality and 
the region. 
 
Unemployed individuals: Refers to those unemployed individuals from 
vulnerable groups who have difficulties gaining access or re-entry to the 
labor market. 
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PROLOGUE 

Remember the two benefits of failure. 
First, if you do fail, you learn what doesn’t work;  

and second, the failure gives you the opportunity to try a new approach. 

(Roger von Oech) 

 

So here I am, about to reach the end of a very long journey of doctoral stud-
ies, characterized by enriching detours, mistakes, and new approaches. My 
journey began seventeen years ago, in 2003, with a study examining the 
sick leave processes for women on long-term sick leave. My background as 
an occupational therapist and further studies in public health contributed 
to an individual focus, emphasizing the role of work and activity. However, 
studying these women revealed other perspectives, such as the roles played 
by employers and the authority actors in their return to work and especially 
challenges concerning integration between these actors. For various rea-
sons I interrupted these studies in 2006 and chose to change the direction 
of my professional orientation. The following nine years were devoted to 
non-academic self-employment within sales and marketing, and later as an 
employee at the Public Employment Service (PES) dealing with labor mar-
ket inclusion issues.  
 My interest in labor market inclusion was aroused by my experiences 
at the PES. This work had introduced me to a new target group: vulnerable 
unemployed individuals. This was a group that, for various reasons, was 
excluded from the labor market and where many had no work experience 
at all. Nevertheless, they were expected to be “re”-habilitated to work, and 
my role as a Supported Employment consultant1 consisted of helping indi-
viduals with disabilities and reduced work capacity to find, get and keep a 
job. This involved cooperation with three types of actors: unemployed in-
dividuals, employers, and other authority actors. The latter included vari-
ous professionals at the PES and other actors such as representatives from 
the Swedish Social Insurance Agency (SIA), the municipal labor market 
services, and social services, as well as health care professionals from the 
region. It was through this practical work that I became aware of the com-

                                              

 
1 Supported Employment (SE) is a work-oriented rehabilitation method for unemployed individuals with 

disabilities who are far from the labor market. Central to the method is SE consultants helping these in-
dividuals to find, get and keep a job in the open labor market. 
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plexity of labor market inclusion, and the challenges of different views, or-
ganization, and cooperation. How could these challenges be understood? 
The search for answers led me to the academic world.  
 In 2015, I resumed my doctoral studies with a new approach. This time, 
the research questions had arisen from the practice system and the chal-
lenges I experienced. This new approach also meant different study ar-
rangements, enabling me to enroll as a doctoral student at Linköping Uni-
versity in combination with employment at the Coordination Association 
in Central Östergötland. This arrangement facilitated integration between 
the research system and the practice system, providing access to the prac-
tice and the anchoring of my studies in the practice, which had been a chal-
lenge during my initial doctoral studies. As a result, I have not only studied 
labor market inclusion through this thesis, but have also had the oppor-
tunity to study the context of labor market inclusion in detail by being in-
volved in the practice for five years.  
 My hope is that this thesis can provide a piece of the puzzle of this com-
plex phenomenon, contributing an increased understanding of the social 
dynamics of labor market inclusion. 

Acknowledgements 
Before I turn to the actual work, I would like to express my gratitude to all 
those who have contributed to this thesis in various ways.  
 
Christian Ståhl, my main supervisor, for always being there for me; respon-
sive, stable, and committed. I appreciate your fantastic ability to combine 
professional and friendly guidance. Thank you for the fantastic sculpture 
you gave me when I needed it most.  
 
Madeleine Abrandt Dahlgren, my assistant supervisor, for your drive to 
improve and always contribute new perspectives. I appreciate your positive 
energy and your encouraging comments. Together, you two have been a 
fantastic supervisor team, matching my needs for guidance. Thanks to you, 
these years have been not only educational but also enjoyable.  
 
Kerstin Ekberg, my supervisor during my first PhD period, for giving me a 
second chance when I was ready. Thank you for the hazel tree you gave me 
when I quit in 2006, with the crooked branches symbolizing  
life’s unfathomable detours. It is still with me.  
 



Prologue 

 13 

New and old colleagues from Linköping University who have contributed 
and supported me in various ways. Ursula Reichenpfader for being my 
supportive roommate and for showing the way to Nicolini. Isa Moldvik and 
Elin Karlsson for stimulating conversations and nice travelling memories 
to Oslo and Copenhagen. Jennie Nyman, for supporting me through the 
statistics. Anna-Carin Fagerlind Ståhl for encouraging pep talks. Old and 
new colleagues at RAR, Helix, IBL, and other contexts at LIU, for inspira-
tion in showing the way as well as providing input for the thesis. A special 
thank you to all A&A seminar participants who gave valuable comments for 
the “kappa”.  
 
Other national and international colleagues from other universities and 
networks such as NIVA, SPID, and Nätverket för samverkansforskning. 
These meetings have contributed inspiration, knowledge, and new ap-
proaches. Special thanks to Per Germundsson for making me aware of the 
theory of social representations during lunch at a network meeting. It 
helped me put the puzzle together.  
 
Mattias Bergström at Samordningsförbundet Centrala Östergötland 
(SCÖ) for promoting this employment arrangement and opening doors to 
the context. Thank you to all the officials and politicians at SCÖ who have 
supported the arrangement during the period. Also thank you to all SCÖ 
colleagues who have joined over the years, especially Karin Tjärnlund, for 
good teamwork, valuable proofreading, and the beautiful embroidery! 
 
All participants in the studies; unemployed youths, project staff members, 
staff from the authority actors, steering representatives, and employers for 
sharing your views. Thank you especially to the project staff members who 
have given access to their practices.  
 
Old and new friends for supporting me and showing interest in my work 
and for helping me focus on other things, outside the academic world. You 
know who you are.  Special thanks to my beloved ‘yayas’, Heléne, Anna and 
Ericka and ‘RAR-ingar’ Josefin and Maria, for being there throughout the 
journey and always supporting and believing in me.  
 

My fantastic family, mother Mona and my father Rolf, for your uncondi-
tional love. My brother Fredrik and my sister-in-law Tina, for your love and 
support.  
 
 



The Social Dynamics of Labor Market Inclusion 

  14 

P-O, the love of my life, for your love and humor.  
 
My beloved children, Jasmine, Jack, Nikki, and Dexter, for just being you. 
You are and always will be my number one priority. I look forward to fol-
lowing you on life's paths and detours.  

 
I am so grateful to have you all in my life! 

   
 
  



Introduction 

 15 

1. INTRODUCTION 

I think that if we don’t learn to inhabit other peoples’ perspectives,                  
then we’re never going to understand why people do what they do.                       

(Ruth Ozeki) 

 

In this thesis, the focus is on exploring the complex phenomenon of labor 
market inclusion, with a particular focus on the integration of different ac-
tors, and the various social dynamics involved in such processes.  
 Labor market inclusion is an important societal issue. In Sweden, an 
increasing number of unemployed individuals from vulnerable groups are 
on welfare benefits and need help from the authorities to enter the labor 
market (Arbetsförmedlingen, 2017b). At the same time, the Swedish labor 
market policy is undergoing changes and the authorities are struggling to 
find strategies for organizing labor market inclusion (Bengtsson, 2017).  
 The concept of labor market inclusion refers to the process of getting 
unemployed individuals from dependency on welfare benefits to self-suffi-
ciency through work, and in this thesis is understood in relation to an in-
terplay between three central actors representing unemployed individuals, 
employers, and the authorities, as described in greater detail in chapter 2. 
This interplay is described in terms of integration, which is used as an over-
all concept in the thesis describing various forms of collaboration and co-
operation between the actors. This integration concerns intraorganiza-
tional integration within an organization’s units and departments (study 
III), interorganizational integration between various authority actors 
(study II), and intrasectoral integration between authority actors and em-
ployers (study III). The integration concept is further explored in chapters 
3 and 4.  
 The authority actors face two challenges in relation to integration and 
labor market inclusion. The first challenge concerns intraorganizational 
and interorganizational integration. Since no single authority actor has 
overall responsibility, the actors involved need to integrate and contribute 
their various skills and resources, for example through integration projects. 
This area is characterized by a significant knowledge gap, and there is a 
need for research concerning both intraorganizational and interorganiza-
tional integration between authorities in the context of Swedish labor mar-
ket inclusion. The second challenge concerns intersectoral integration. De-
spite employers’ central role in labor market inclusion, integration between 
employers and authority actors is limited, and research on the roles and 
perspectives of employers in labor market inclusion is not sufficiently ex-
plored. These challenges are the starting point for this thesis.  
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 When exploring these challenges through the empirical studies of inte-
gration projects within the labor market inclusion context, various tensions 
have been identified in relation to organizational aspects and grouping pro-
cesses referred to in this thesis as social dynamics. Understanding these 
dynamics is central to making sense of integration within labor market in-
clusion.  

Aim and research questions  
The aim of this thesis is to explore the social dynamics of labor market in-
clusion, with a particular focus on integration, from employers’ and author-
ity actors’ perspectives. 
 
Three research questions have guided the research process and the focus of 
the four papers: 
 

I. What are employers’ views on labor market inclusion and inte-
gration with authority actors, and how can this be theorized? (Pa-
pers I and IV.)  

 
II. What are the different authority actors’ views on labor market in-

clusion and integration, and how can this be theorized? (Papers 
II and IV.)  

 
III. How do the different views impact on the organization and inte-

gration in labor market inclusion projects, and how can this be 
theorized? (Papers II, III and IV.)  

Outline of the thesis  
This thesis is a compilation thesis, comprising four papers based on three 
studies. Each of the papers has a specific aim and research questions, as 
well as different methodological and theoretical frameworks, contributing 
to an overall aim and research questions within the framework of this com-
pilation thesis. This following introductory text, consisting of eight chap-
ters, aims to present the context and the research rationale, and to show 
how the papers contribute to the overall aim of the thesis. The chapters are 
structured in the following order: 
 Chapter 1 is a short introduction to the thesis and the rationale, includ-
ing a presentation of the aim and research questions. Chapter 2 consists of 
a background, describing the Swedish labor market, labor market policy, 
and the responsibilities and regulations governing the three main actors 
involved in labor market inclusion: unemployed individuals, the authori-
ties, and employers. The concept of labor market inclusion is also presented 
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in greater depth in this chapter. In chapter 3, the concept of integration is 
defined and conceptualized, and various integration forms are presented. 
Chapter 4 consists of research on interorganizational integration through 
the theory of collaborative advantage and seven selected collaborative 
themes, as well as intersectoral research. Chapter 5 presents the theoretical 
framework by describing the different theories and approaches that have 
guided the research process and been applied in the specific papers. This is 
followed by a description of the methodological framework in Chapter 6, 
where the methodological approaches are presented in relation to a de-
scription of the three studies. The chapter ends with ethical considerations. 
In chapter 7, the findings from the papers are summarized, including a sec-
tion on each paper’s contribution to the thesis. In chapter 8, the results are 
discussed in order to address the aim and overarching research questions 
through the social dynamics of labor market inclusion. This is followed by 
methodological considerations, including a section on future research. The 
chapter ends with conclusions and practical implications 
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2. BACKGROUND 

This chapter provides a background to the topic of labor market inclusion 
by presenting a brief description of the Swedish labor market and its char-
acteristics. This is followed by a presentation of Swedish labor market pol-
icy, highlighting central concepts and significant changes during recent 
decades that are essential in order to understand labor market inclusion. 
The chapter ends with a description and definition of the concept of labor 
market inclusion, including description of the three actors: unemployed in-
dividuals, employers, and the authorities.  

The Swedish labor market  
A labor market can be described as a system for hiring labor (Furåker, 
2017). The main actors in a labor market are those who hire or bye labor 
(employers) and those who rent out or sell their labor (employees). Apart 
from these, there are three other actors in a labor market: trade unions, 
employer organizations, and the state. In the Swedish labor market, unions 
and employer organizations bargain to determine wages and employment 
conditions, whereas the state is responsible for the legal regulation of rela-
tionships between the labor market actors and general labor market policy 
(e.g., measures aimed at counteracting and managing unemployment, and 
producing a sufficient supply of labor with appropriate training)(Furåker, 
2017). 
 Sweden has a very high employment rate from an international per-
spective, at approximately 75%. This is explained by a high employment 
rate for women and the elderly (Arbetsförmedlingen, 2019b). For a long 
time, Sweden had unemployment rates which were among the lowest in the 
Western world, although that picture has changed since the recession of the 
1990s when unemployment increased, and has remained relatively high 
ever since (between 6% and 9%)2.  
 Swedish working life has undergone extensive structural changes in re-
cent decades. Developments have been driven by new knowledge, digitali-
zation, increased demands for efficiency, increased international competi-
tion, and budgetary cuts that have led to new ways of organizing work, as 
well as a more complex, dynamic, and more insecure working life (Allvin et 

                                              

 
2 https://data.oecd.org/unemp/unemployment-rate.htm 
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al., 2006; Nilsson and Ekberg, 2014). One consequence of these changes is 
that the demands placed on the workforce have increased in terms of psy-
chological and social abilities such as flexibility, creativity, social compe-
tence, and initiative (Garsten and Jacobsson, 2004; Ekberg et al., 2006). 
These new requirements are responses to broad tendencies of individuali-
zation and the deregulation of work organization, which have characterized 
working life in the 21st century and have meant that employees are ex-
pected to be independent, flexible, and responsible in order to manage 
work (Allvin et al., 2006). At the same time, the increased demands in 
terms of productivity and profitability have meant that tolerance for mis-
takes and low productivity have decreased (Nilsson, 2010). 
 One consequence of the digitalization and automation of work is that 
many simpler jobs have disappeared from the labor market: during 2006-
2011, almost half a million jobs were automated (Fölster, 2015) . These 
changes have also meant a tougher work climate that places higher de-
mands on levels of education and competence, both in existing professions 
and in new jobs that did not exist ten years ago (Ahlberg et al., 2018). The 
high educational requirements, in combination with an increased propor-
tion of jobseekers with a low level of education, create an imbalance in the 
labor market where employers experience difficulties finding employees 
with the right skills. This gap between the skills that employers demand 
and those that the unemployed possess is one of the labor market’s biggest 

challenges for the future (Nordström, 2018).  
 In line with the individualization trend, the individual is considered re-
sponsible for being attractive in the labor market and is expected to contin-
uously promote his or her employability (Nilsson and Ekberg, 2014). In 
practice, an individual’s employability includes everything that is im-
portant for getting a job and the individual’s ability to actually perform the 

work. However, in addition to education, competence, and the personal 
qualities mentioned above, other aspects such as gender, ethnicity, health, 
and ability to work also affect an individual’s ability to get and keep a job 

(Garavan, Nilsson and Ellström, 2012). Another consequence of the devel-
opments within the labor market is that employment arrangements have 
changed, with permanent employment increasingly being replaced by var-
ious forms of temporary employment, or employment through temporary 
work agencies. These changes in the structure of the labor market have 
made the labor market more exclusive (Michailakis, 2002). Particularly 
vulnerable groups, such as individuals with low levels of education, immi-
grants, and individuals with disabilities, have a harder time entering and 
remaining in the labor market (Arbetsförmedlingen, 2017a). Various labor 
market policies and inclusion measures aim to counteract these develop-
ments.  
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Swedish labor market policy 
The concept of labor market policy lacks a clear common definition and 
demarcation in relation to other areas and policies. Olofsson and Wadensjö 
(2009, pp. 7–8) point out that it is not always possible “to distinguish be-

tween what is labor market policy and what is other policy, e.g. education 
policy or social policy”. The same applies in international contexts, where 

labor market policy at EU level is included in social policy, which also in-
cludes labor law and labor market relations. 
 Labor market policy in broad terms can be understood as all kinds of 
public intervention in the labor market regarding institutions or policies 
aimed at the functioning of the labor market, such as legislation regarding 
job security and discrimination, as well as educational and family policy 
initiatives (Furåker and Blomsterberg, 2009, p. 287). A narrower definition 
views labor market policy as “actions intended to solve the employers’ and 

employees’ main problems – a sufficient supply of labor and a sufficiently 
large labor demand” (Bengtsson, 2017, p. 270). Calmfors et al. (2002) nar-
rows the meaning even further to measures aimed at improving the indi-
vidual’s opportunities in the labor market.  
 The aim of labor market policy actions is “to counteract or manage un-

employment and to produce a sufficient supply of labor with appropriate 
education” (Furåker, 2017, p. 67). The means for this are different actions 
and policies, which can be divided into passive and active policies. Passive 
policies involve financial support for unemployed individuals, while active 
policies involve direct intervention in the functioning of the labor market 
in order to reduce unemployment (Bengtsson, 2017).  
 As with labor market policy, there is no commonly agreed definition of 
active labor market policies (ALMPs) (Martin, 2014). The OECD defines 
activation strategies as aiming “to bring more people into the effective la-
bour force, to counteract the potentially negative effects of unemployment 
and related benefits on work incentives by enforcing their conditionality on 
active job search and participation in measures to improve employability, 
and to manage employment services and other labour market measures so 
that they effectively promote and assist the return to work” (OECD, 2013, 
p. 132). ALMPs can be divided into three different categories: search assis-
tance measures, training programs, and subsidized jobs (Crépon and van 
den Berg, 2016). Search assistance measures aim to make the labor market 
operate more smoothly by matching vacancies to jobseekers. Training pro-
grams aim to increase the market value and employability of the employee 
through training, internships, or job coaching. Subsidized jobs refer to var-
ious forms of employment support or direct job creation. (Bengtsson, 2017)             
 A related concept to ALMP is activation, which refers to measures tar-
geting people who receive financial support or who risk being excluded in 
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the labor market (sometimes referred to as “vulnerable individuals”). The 

concept has strong attachment within the EU and the OECD, which aim to 
encourage countries to change from passive to active measures. 
(Bengtsson, 2017) Activation policy has been described as a Janus face in-
tegrating two different approaches (Hedblom, 2004). On one side is the 
more positive approach, with active measures and generous benefits, rep-
resenting a view where the unemployed are considered to have the right to 
receive public support to develop their resources. On the other side is the 
more negative approach, referring to a control and discipline logic that 
aims to reinforce the benefits of work through various work incentives. 
(Bengtsson, 2017) 
 Another central concept in Swedish labor market policy is the political 
notion of “the work strategy” or “the line of work”. This strategy is based on 
a strong work norm and a high work ethic, prioritizing work to secure tax 
revenues in order to be able to finance the welfare system (Johansson and 
Hornemann Möller, 2009). Even if the emphasis on the work strategy has 
shifted between being mainly seen as a right, an obligation, and “help to 

self-help”, its general meaning has been that unemployment benefits 

should have an active character and “should be prepared primarily in the 

form of work, employment or education and only in exceptional cases of 
financial/beneficial support” (Junestav, 2007, p. 10).  
 

Changes in Swedish labor market policy 

Historically, Swedish labor market policy has had a strong emphasis on ac-
tivation and Sweden is often seen as “the cradle of active labor market pol-

icy” (Bengtsson, 2017, p. 271). However, in recent decades, this policy has 
undergone changes affected by political governance and economic changes, 
whereby the commitment to full employment has been somewhat relaxed, 
although pressure on the unemployed has intensified (Raffass, 2017). This 
development can be understood based on the welfare researcher Neil Gil-
bert’s theory (Bengtsson, 2017) as a shift from a welfare state to an enabling 
state, where the balance in the social contract between state and individual 
has been shifted toward more individual obligations and fewer rights. The 
transformation can be understood in relation to four tendencies: a work 

first approach, a controlling and conditional labor market policy, selec-

tive actions, and privatization. 

A “work first” approach 

The first tendency is a shift from protecting citizens through a welfare 
state’s safety net to a “work first” approach. This has been seen during the 

2000s, with reforms reinforcing the “work strategy” through various 
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strengthened work incentives such as reduced benefits in unemployment 
insurance and tax reductions (Bengtsson, 2017).  
 Based on Junestav’s (2004) research on work strategies, this shift can 
be described as a transition from a rights perspective or a self-help perspec-
tive to a line of work with a control and discipline perspective. The three 
different orientations identified in Swedish labor market policy history dif-
fer concerning whether work is viewed as a right or obligation and the per-
ceptions regarding the division of responsibilities between the welfare state 
and the individual. The development toward a control and discipline per-
spective is characterized by a perception of the individual’s responsibilities 

and obligations as a provider, and by financial support to the individual 
having clear requirements for compensation, which in turn is based on ac-
tivity demands. This perspective is based on the principle of controlling the 
individual’s behavior through threats of financial sanctions and perfor-

mance demands for individuals receiving financial support, known as 
workfare (Junestav, 2004). Workfare has been found to be the least effec-
tive measure for bringing people closer to regular employment (Raffass, 
2017).  
 Activation is central to the work first approach. The development to-
ward increased demands for compensation in order to receive compensa-
tion is usually summarized as a shift from “welfare to workfare”, but can 

more aptly be described as a development from “welfare to activation 
measures” (Nord 2017). In other words, one has “a right and a duty to acti-

vation”, not the right and duty to work (van Kersbergen and Hemerijck, 
2012, p. 482). The activation strategy has been criticized for not resulting 
in lower unemployment and for affecting vulnerable groups in negative 
ways (Rafass 2016). Since employment is not guaranteed as a right and sta-
tistically there are not enough jobs for every unemployed individual, the 
duty to activate means that unemployed individuals are forced to demon-
strate “work-readiness” through participation in prescribed activities that 

are not genuinely expected to result in real jobs. Activation is also consid-
ered to drive unemployed individuals into low-skill, low-pay, and precari-
ous jobs. (Rafass 2016) 

A controlling and conditional labor market policy  

The second tendency Gilbert refers to is a shift from considering social ben-
efits as a human right to the recipient’s obligation and responsibility to be-

have correctly, contribute to society, and quickly become independent. This 
shift can be seen through the introduction of the guarantees and individual 
action plans at the PES, as a way of individualizing and contractualizing 
labor market policy (Bengtsson, 2017). Also, demanding activation in vari-
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ous measures is seen as a solution for dealing with the difficulty of control-
ling whether the unemployed really want to work and actively seek work 
(SOU, 2007). 
 The political strategy is characterized by reducing labor market ab-
sence by increasing the supervision and control of individuals living on wel-
fare allowance. The development of the dual function of the PES to both 
support and control can be described as “from supporting and controlling 

to supporting by controlling” (Walter, 2011, p. 61).  
 One aspect of this shift toward a conditional welfare is reduced bene-
fits. The monitoring of the unemployed is an important controlling ele-
ment, and suspicions of negligence can lead to financial sanctions (Nord, 
2018). The development is based on the assumption that the individual, 
through financial pressure, will be encouraged to develop work ability and 
employability (Olofsson, 2011). Unemployment benefits have been gradu-
ally reduced, with a sharp drop in the income-related allowance benefit 
(Bengtsson, 2017). 
 Research has shown that reduced benefits hit already vulnerable 
groups especially hard. Kjellberg studied unemployment benefits and 
found that that restrictions in insurance led to around 500,000 individuals 
leaving the unemployment insurance system; among these, there was an 
over-representation of vulnerable groups such as young people, low-edu-
cated people, and people with immigrant backgrounds (Kjellberg, 2010b, 
2010a). 

Selective actions 

The third tendency concerns the transition from universal rights to selec-
tive activities. This transition is manifested in Swedish labor market policy 
by focusing the more extensive program measures on groups that are far 
from the labor market, while simpler initiatives are offered to regular 
jobseekers (Bengtsson, 2017).  
 The development toward selective actions for specific groups means a 
change in the scope and content of the ALMPs. Since the 1990s, the total 
expenditure on active measures has decreased, especially for labor market 
education. Instead, the emphasis has shifted to matching, job search pro-
grams, guidance, and coaching. This work is mostly aimed at those who are 
far from the labor market, and the cost of subsidized employment has in-
creased (Arbetsförmedlingen, 2016). However, in relation to international 
measures, expenditures during 2009-2013 shows that Sweden has one of 
the highest costs for ALMPs in Europe (Bengtsson, 2017).  
 This development toward selective actions for specific groups is criti-
cized by Gallie (2002) due to the efforts being offered when concerns have 
arisen instead of working preventively before unemployment occurs.  
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Privatization 

The fourth tendency mentioned by Gilbert is a transition from a state re-
sponsible for public services and demand-oriented measures to a state 
where welfare is increasingly privatized. This development can be seen in 
the increased presence of private actors working with labor market inclu-
sion and providing support to jobseekers, so-called complementary actors 
to the PES (Bengtsson, 2017). This development is confirmed by a recent 
proposal concerning a new organization of the PES, in which has been sug-
gested that private actors should be given an increased role (SOU, 2019). 
 The development is also reflected in the unemployment benefit provi-
sion system, where the retrenchment of the public system has been com-
bined with an institutionalization of complementary systems by unions and 
private insurance actors (Lindallee, 2018). A development that Lindallee 
(2018) concludes benefits those with a very low risk of becoming unem-
ployed and disadvantages those in vulnerable groups, since the majority of 
those who are actually unemployed do not have access to these earnings-
related benefits. 

Labor market inclusion: definition and demarcation 
This section aims to define the concept of labor market inclusion. Since 
there is no existing common definition, some related concepts will be de-
scribed that are closely connected before arguing for introducing this new 
concept.  
 Firstly, there are the closely related concepts of active inclusion and in-
clusive labor market. The European Commission defines active inclusion 
as “enabling every citizen, notably the most disadvantaged, to fully partici-

pate in society, including having a job”3. The strategy that was developed in 
2008 builds on three integrated elements: adequate income support, inclu-
sive labor markets, and access to quality services (European Commission, 
2008). Active inclusion emphasizes the importance of helping individuals 
who are excluded from the labor market to get a job, since many jobs are 
not accessible for disadvantaged groups. The commission described inclu-
sive labor markets as including personalized pathway support for quality 
employment. Labor markets are defined as being inclusive “when everyone 

of working age can participate in paid work, especially vulnerable and dis-
advantaged people”. Promoting inclusive labor markets means “making it 

easier for people to join (or re-join) the workforce, removing disincentives 
to work and promoting quality jobs and preventing in-work poverty” 

                                              

 
3 https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1059&langId=en  
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(European Commission, 2008). Active inclusion aims to tackle various 
challenges such as poverty, social exclusion, in-work poverty, labor market 
segmentation, long-term unemployment, and gender inequalities4. These 
concepts have a broader meaning than labor market inclusion, since they 
also cover and focus on social inclusion in society. 
 Secondly, there are concepts related to rehabilitation, such as work-
oriented rehabilitation, work rehabilitation, vocational rehabilitation, oc-
cupational rehabilitation, and return-to-work. These concepts lack a com-
mon definition and are used inconsistently. On an overall level, they de-
scribe measures that aim to enable individuals who lack the capacity to 
work to regain their ability and be given the right conditions to support 
themselves through employment (Johansson et al., 2011). Measures under 
these headings are primarily directed at individuals who have had a profes-
sion or previous work experience, and the term “return to work” primarily 

refers to individuals with an existing job, e.g. in the case of sick leave. Ek-
berg (2010) describes work-oriented rehabilitation as the interplay be-
tween an individual’s abilities and the requirements of a job. The measures 

are focused on creating the right conditions for the individual to support 
themselves through professional work. Measures in the workplace that aim 
to facilitate a return to work, such as changing work tasks and ergonomic 
aids, are part of work-oriented rehabilitation. These concepts have a nar-
rower meaning than labor market inclusion, due to their focus on regaining 
functions and abilities and returning to the labor market.  
 Neither labor market policy, active inclusion, inclusive labor markets 
nor the rehabilitation concepts fully describe the process that is the focus 
of this thesis. Therefore, the concept of labor market inclusion has been 
chosen, which in this thesis is used to describe the process of helping un-
employed individuals to progress from dependency on welfare benefits to 
self-sufficiency through work. The concept can be understood in relation to 
an interplay between the three central actors: unemployed individuals, em-
ployers, and the authorities. This interplay can be illustrated as a piece of 
clockwork machinery, where each cog wheel represents an actor (Figure 1). 
In order to make the machinery work, that is to succeed with labor market 
inclusion, the actors need to interact with each other. This is where the 
challenges arise.  
 
 
 
 

                                              

 
4 https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1059&langId=en  
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Figure 1: Labor market inclusion: An interplay between three actors; the indi-
viduals, the authorities, and the employers, resembling with a piece of clock-
work machinery.  

 

In the following sections of this chapter, these three actors and their con-
texts are described. The integration between the actors is described in 
chapter 3, and the integration challenges are addressed in chapter 4.  

Unemployed individuals 

The unemployed individuals referred to in this thesis are on welfare bene-
fits, that is, financial support from the social insurance system or municipal 
financial support. These individuals are therefore not self-sufficient, and 
require support from the authorities. Many are long-term unemployed, and 
many have never been able to get a foothold in the labor market. They are 
often referred to as “standing far away from the labor market” (Forslund et 

al., 2019). The PES refers to this group as individuals who have “a vulner-

able position in the labor market”, highlighting individuals with disabilities 

and reduced work capacity, individuals born outside Europe, individuals 
with short education, and jobseekers aged 55 or older 
(Arbetsförmedlingen, 2017a). 



The Social Dynamics of Labor Market Inclusion 

  28 

 
Figure 2: Unemployed individuals aged 16-64, enrolled at the PES during Janu-
ary 2004-December 2016, divided into vulnerable groups and other unem-
ployed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Source: Arbetsförmedlingen 2017 (translated into English by the author).  

 
Since 2006, this group has increased from 50% to 72% (approximately 
260,000 individuals). At the same time, other groups of registered unem-
ployed people have decreased (Arbetsförmedlingen, 2017a). 
 A common denominator of unemployed people in a vulnerable position 
in the labor market is that they run a greater risk than others of ending up 
in long-term unemployment (i.e., longer that 12 months). There has also 
been an increase in the proportion of young people who are long-term un-
employed, where a large proportion of these individuals have disabilities 
and a low level of education. However, in an international context, Sweden 
has the lowest proportion of long-term unemployment (20%) compared to 
EU countries as a whole, where the average is around 50% 
(Arbetsförmedlingen, 2017b).  
 The reasons behind this increase among vulnerable groups can be 
linked to various labor market policy reforms. Changes in the sickness in-
surance system resulted in an increase in people with health problems, peo-
ple on long-term sick leave and people with reduced work capacity being 
enrolled at the PES. An “establishment assignment” was assigned to the 
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PES, aiming to assist immigrants to enter the labor market, which signifi-
cantly increased the proportion of enrolled individuals born outside Eu-
rope. The increase can also be explained by cyclical changes in the economy 
and the labor market, where cuts have affected individuals with relatively 
low levels of productivity and have resulted in higher demands being placed 
on upper secondary education, weakening the position of individuals with 
a low level of education (Arbetsförmedlingen, 2017b). Statistics from the 
PES show that approximately 287,000 individuals participated in an 
ALMP program with activity support during 2019 (Arbetsförmedlingen, 
2019a). 
 Individuals can receive financial support from the social insurance sys-
tem and from the municipal financial support system. The social insurance 
system refers to public insurance schemes such as unemployment insur-
ance, sickness insurance, occupational injury insurance, parental insur-
ance, old-age pension and certain forms of unemployment insurance. 
These schemes provide financial support in the event of loss of income. The 
level and length of payment are linked to previous labor market participa-
tion, and for individuals who do not qualify there is a basic level (Ståhlberg, 
2014). For individuals who are not entitled to compensation from social 
insurance or who are unable to support themselves, there is a means-tested 
municipal financial support system. The different compensation forms and 
their conditions are described in greater detail below.  

The authorities 

The authorities involved in labor market inclusion in this thesis are the 
Public Employment Service (PES), the municipalities (the social services 
and labor market units), the Swedish Social Insurance Agency (SIA) and 
the regions (health care). These four actors are also connected through a 
specific integration form called coordination associations, which is one of 
the arenas in which the empirical studies of this thesis take place. In the 
following sections, the authority actors are described briefly in relation to 
their assignments concerning labor market inclusion. The coordination as-
sociations are described under “Examples of integration”.  

The Public Employment Office (PES) 

The PES is the actor with main responsibility for labor market policy and 
ALMPs. The PES’s assignment involves improving the functioning of the 

labor market by working to create an effective match between employers 
and jobseekers. The assignment also involves prioritizing and equipping 
those standing far from the labor market, and contributing to increased in-
clusion and long-term employment. (SFS, 2007) In total, the Swedish Pub-
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lic Employment Service received SEK 67.2 billion to carry out its assign-
ment in 2019.5 The PES’s assignment is regulated annually through letters 

of regulation from the Swedish Government. In the regulations for 2020, 
the focus includes the establishment of immigrants, work-oriented rehabil-
itation in cooperation with the SIA, and people with disabilities. Between 
now and 2022, PES is undergoing a fundamental reform characterized by 
a privatization trend, where the state will continue to have government re-
sponsibility for labor market policy, but where the matching assignment is 
handed over to private independent actors. (Regeringen, 2019) 
 The PES is also responsible for providing immigrants with suitable 
conditions for inclusion in the labor market as quickly as possible, as well 
as work-oriented rehabilitation. Work-oriented rehabilitation means that 
jobseekers who need special support are offered investigative, guiding, re-
habilitative, or work-preparatory support, with the aim that more people 
with reduced work capacity due to disability or illness should be able to 
work. A condition for individuals to get access to these resources is that 
they have a medical certificate that allows for coding based on various dis-
ability codes.6 
 Labor market policy programs are central measures at the PES. The 
overall purpose of these programs is to strengthen the individual’s ability 

to get and keep a job, and to encourage and enable employers to hire 
jobseekers standing far away from the labor market. The PES distinguishes 
between programs with activity support and programs with financial sup-
port, or subsidized employment (Bengtsson, 2017). The programs with ac-
tivity support consist of various types of activation as well as educational 
and practical activities for unemployed individuals, such as labor educa-
tion, training, the establishment program (for immigrants), the job and de-
velopment guarantee (for the long-term unemployed), a job guarantee for 
young people, support for starting a business, or validation and other pre-
paratory activities. Preparatory activities include a variety of activities such 
as job search courses, work-oriented rehabilitation, and courses in Swedish 
for immigrants. The benefits for these programs are administered by the 
Swedish Social Insurance Agency. Programs with financial support consist 
of financial support to employers through various forms of subsidized em-
ployment for individuals in vulnerable groups. (Bengtsson, 2017; 
Arbetsförmedlingen, 2019a)  
 The PES is responsible for ensuring that unemployment insurance 
functions as a transitional insurance. This includes checking that those 

                                              

 
5 https://arbetsformedlingen.se/om-oss/press/nyheter/nyhetsarkiv/2019-10-28-prognos-arbetsformed-

lingen-lamnar-tillbaka-delar-av-programanslagen 
6 https://arbetsformedlingen.se/om-oss/var-verksamhet/vart-uppdrag 
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jobseekers who receive or request unemployment benefits meet the regu-
latory requirements. Unemployment insurance is voluntary, and all em-
ployed workers are eligible. It consists of two parts: basic insurance and 
income-based insurance. The insurance is conditional, with the basic con-
dition concerning the individual’s commitment and willingness to get a job. 

This means that the individual must be enrolled at the PES, and be able to 
work and to take a job of at least three hours per day (and an average of 17 
hours per week) in order to be considered “at the disposal of the labor mar-

ket”. Moreover, individuals have to actively seek work, participate in estab-

lishing individual action plans, and submit monthly activity reports to the 
PES. Compensation from the insurance requires previous work amounting 
to approximately half-time employment for six months. The income-based 
insurance requires membership of an unemployment fund, and is based on 
previously worked hours and income. Unemployed people without such a 
membership but who meet the basic conditions are referred to the basic 
insurance, with a maximum allowance of SEK 365 per day. This insurance 
covers 300 compensation days, with an additional 150 days for parents of 
children under 18. Thereafter, a work requirement is applied in order for 
the individual to qualify for a new compensation period. (SO, 2016) 
 Individuals participating in labor market policy programs at the PES 
receive compensation called activity support, development allowance, or 
establishment allowance. This allowance is also conditional, and the level 
depends on age, educational level, and whether the individual meets the 
conditions for unemployment insurance. Entitlement to the allowance is 
decided on by the PES, but the allowance is administered by the Swedish 
Social Insurance Agency7. Individuals enrolled at the PES who do not par-
ticipate in labor market policy programs and do not qualify for unemploy-
ment insurance are not entitled to any compensation.  

The municipalities  

Municipal social services  

Municipal social services are regulated by the municipal social board re-
sponsible for the practical and political work regulated by the Social Ser-
vices Act. Social services work according to the social services act intro-
duced in 2001 (SFS, 2001). Social services have an extensive area of re-
sponsibility that aims to promote people’s economic and social security, 

equality of living conditions, and active participation in society.  

                                              

 
7 https://www.forsakringskassan.se/privatpers/arbetssokande/om-du-deltar-i-ett-program-hos-arbets-

formedlingen 
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 One area concerns financial assistance and labor market measures. The 
role of the financial support is to provide a safety net for people with tem-
porary livelihood difficulties. Social services decide on and pay financial 
support to individuals who cannot meet their own needs and cannot have 
them met in another way. It is intended to provide temporary relief, and 
the individual is encouraged to primarily seek other solutions, such as em-
ployment or sickness benefits. The allowance is conditional and means-
tested. A central condition for receiving financial support is the individual’s 

financial situation, where money in the bank or other assets limit the pos-
sibilities for compensation. (SFS, 2001) 
 Social services are strongly influenced by the work principle, and aim 
to help the individual to become self-sufficient. According to the Social Ser-
vices Act (SFS, 2001), everyone is primarily obliged to support themselves 
and their families, meaning that individuals with the capacity to work must 
“be at the disposal of the labor market” in order to be entitled to welfare 

benefits. In practice, this means that unemployed individuals can be re-
quired to apply for jobs or participate in programs or measures at the mu-
nicipality or at the PES. Individuals with reduced work capacity due to dis-
ability need to prove this with a medical certificate. The work principle is 
translated into practice through the organization of municipal labor market 
units. 
 
Labor market policy units 

Since the 1990s, the municipalities have been given increasing responsibil-
ity for labor market policy through the development of municipal labor 
market units (Forslund et al., 2019). One reason for this increased activity 
is the increase in unemployed individuals standing far from the labor mar-
ket who receive municipal financial support. The development is thus 
driven by the need to reduce this expense by helping unemployed individ-
uals to become employable and ultimately employed. The development can 
be understood as a gradual decentralization of labor market policies and a 
development of two parallel labor market policy systems, one at municipal 
level and one at state level (SOU, 2017b).  
 There are uncertainties regarding the municipalities’ role and authority 
concerning labor market policy initiatives, and the division of roles be-
tween the PES and the municipalities is unclear (SOU, 2019). The munici-
palities are not obliged to provide labor market initiatives. Despite this, 
97% of Swedish municipalities do offer labor market policy activities (SKR, 
2011). The municipal labor market policy system handles approximately a 
fifth of the number of participants enrolled at the PES (Forslund et al., 
2019), and the municipalities’ net costs for labor market initiatives in 2017 

were just under SEK 5 billion (Panican and Ulmestig, 2017).  
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 The municipal labor market policy activities can be classified into the 
following categories: job training/testing and preparatory activities, job 
search/coaching and study guidance, courses, matching, internships, em-
ployment support for people with and without disabilities, municipal labor 
market employment arrangements, holiday jobs/youth internships, lan-
guage courses in Swedish for immigrants, and validation. These activities 
vary between municipalities, but the most common activities are job 
searching activities, internships, and municipal labor market employment 
(Forslund et al., 2019). 
 Even though the municipal labor market units mainly work with indi-
viduals on financial support who have been referred to them by social ser-
vices, they also receive individuals referred to them by the PES. In a recent 
government report (SOU, 2020), it is suggested that the municipal labor 
market units can be formally considered as complementary actors to the 
PES in their reorganization, thus further enforcing the role of the munici-
palities.  
 Despite the extent of the system, there is a lack of knowledge about the 
effects on labor market employment and the municipalities’ labor market 

initiatives in general (Vikman and Westerberg, 2017; Lundin, 2018; 
Forslund et al., 2019). In a knowledge review by Thorén (2012) of various 
measures for unemployed income support recipients, the available evalua-
tion and effect studies of municipal activation showed few positive results. 

The Swedish Social Insurance Agency (SIA) 

The Swedish Social Insurance Agency is responsible for deciding on and 
paying out a large part of the benefits included in the Swedish social insur-
ance system. This assignment is regulated by the Social Insurance Code 
(SFB, 2010), which is a coherent and comprehensive social insurance law, 
and through annual regulation letters to the authority from the Govern-
ment. The agency has a role in deciding on and paying benefits such as sick-
ness benefits, housing benefits, and parental benefits. In addition to paying 
sickness insurance benefits, the agency is also responsible for paying other 
benefits (activity support, development compensation, and establishment 
compensation) to unemployed individuals enrolled in a labor market policy 
program at the PES. These benefits are conditional, and the individual 
needs to fulfil four conditions in order to be entitled to receive them: they 
cannot look for or take a job, they must be enrolled at the PES, they must 
have a sickness benefit qualifying income (SGI in Swedish), and they must 
be insured in Sweden (i.e., fulfilling the work requirements for being cov-
ered by the insurance system).8 
                                              

 
8 https://www.forsakringskassan.se/privatpers/sjuk/arbetssokande/sjukpenning 
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 The sickness benefit qualifying income is calculated based on annual 
income, and is the basis for compensation for both short-term sickness 
(sickness benefit) and long-term permanent sickness (disability pension). 
Individuals who have never worked do not qualify for this income. There 
are also individuals who have been working, but who – due to their illness 
or disability – have not been able to protect this income. These individuals 
fall outside the system and may need to apply for financial support from 
social services (Lundqvist Medén, 2016). Unemployed young individuals 
(aged 19-29) with an illness or a disability that renders them unable to work 
for at least one year can qualify for a special benefit called activity compen-
sation. The level of benefits depends on age and whether the individual has 
worked before. Unemployed individuals can also apply for insurance 
schemes that are not dependent on work, such as parental insurance.  
 The Swedish Social Insurance Agency has a responsibility for coordi-
nating rehabilitation efforts for individuals on sick leave. In this work, the 
agency cooperates with the municipalities, social services, health care, the 
PES, and other authorities involved in rehabilitation. The agency is respon-
sible for monitoring that all actors in the rehabilitation process contribute 
to effective rehabilitation, drawing up a rehabilitation plan, and convening 
reconciliation meetings for coordination, but does not carry out any reha-
bilitation efforts of its own (Johansson et al., 2011). 9 

The regions 

Health care is the regions’ most important assignment. Swedish health care 

is regulated by the Health Care Act and the National Board of Health and 
Welfare’s regulations. According to the act: “The goal of health care is good 

health and care on equal terms for the entire population. Care must be 
given with respect for the equal value of all human beings and for the dig-
nity of the individual human being. Those who have the greatest need for 
health and medical care must be given priority for care.” (SFS, 2017) More-
over, health care must work to prevent illness. The regions are directed by 
regional self-government and, as such, the different regions in the country 
are adapted in line with local conditions.10 

 In relation to labor market inclusion, the regions play a central role for 
unemployed individuals with illness or disability who need health care or 
rehabilitation activities in order to be able to work, regardless of in-
come/compensation and/or work capacity. 

                                              

 
9 https://www.forsakringskassan.se/press/vart-uppdrag-sjukforsakringen  
10https://skr.se/demokratiledningstyrning/politiskstyrningfortroendevalda/kommunaltsjalvstyresastyr-

skommunenochregionen/sastyrsregionerna.1790.html 
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Employers 

Swedish employers have no legal obligation to participate in or facilitate 
labor market inclusion by hiring individuals from vulnerable groups or by 
cooperating with authority actors in ALMPs. In some other countries, the 
role of employers has been regulated in this sense. For example, in some 
states in the US, employers with more than 15 employees are forbidden 
from discriminating against people with disabilities in all aspects of em-
ployment,11 and in Germany, employers with more than 20 employees are 
required to fill more than 5% of their job positions with severely disabled 
employees (Kock, 2004). Employers’ participation in labor market inclu-

sion in Sweden is thus based on voluntary actions.  
 According to the Work Environment Act (SFS, 1977), employers are re-
sponsible for employees being able to perform their work without the risk 
of illness or accidents. Moreover, employers must ensure that there is an 
appropriate organization for work adaptation and work-oriented rehabili-
tation in the workplace. This is regulated in the Swedish Work Environ-
ment Authority’s Regulations on Work Adaptation and Rehabilitation 

(AFS, 1994), the Regulations for Systematic Work Environment Manage-
ment (AFS, 1994), the Regulations on Organizational and Social Work En-
vironment (AFS, 2015), and the Social Insurance Code (SFB, 2010). The 
work must be organized so that it can be done in collaboration with the 
employees concerned, and with the Swedish Social Insurance Agency if re-
quired. Other laws related to the employer-employee relationship include 
the Employment Protection Act (SFS, 1982), which regulates laying off staff 
and temporary jobs. This law states that employers cannot terminate em-
ployment without a “factual basis”, and in the case of redundancy, a certain 

turnaround must be followed based on how long the person has been em-
ployed – last in, first out. 
 If an employer chooses to participate in labor market inclusion, various 
forms of support are available from the PES. The nature of this support 
depends on which target group the individual belong to: immigrants, young 
people, long-term unemployed, or people with disabilities. The support 
consists of three elements: financial support, professional support, and 

aids and adjustments in the workplace. Financial support consists of sup-
port for both training and internships, as well as subsidized employment. 
Subsidized employment includes employment with support in the form of 
a financial contribution or a tax reduction for all or part of the wage cost. It 
is divided into jobs aimed at people with disabilities and those aimed at 
people from vulnerable groups who, for other reasons, have a weak posi-
tion, mainly the long-term unemployed and new arrivals. The different 

                                              

 
11 https://www.dol.gov/odep/pubs/fact/rights.htm 
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forms of subsidized employment differ in terms of purpose, target group, 
compensation period, and degree of subsidization. The financial support 
varies from SEK 150 per day to full salary compensation. In some cases, if 
the individual has extensive needs, the employer can be financially com-
pensated in a way that implies a profit. Professional support means that 
the employer can get support from different professionals at the PES, such 
as occupational therapists, psychologists, or social consultants. Aids and 

adjustment in the workplace involve the employer being compensated fi-
nancially for aids, or if the individual needs assistance from a supervisor or 
a coworker to perform tasks, or if an interpreter is required12.  
 For employers in the public sector, special funds are set aside to en-
courage different initiatives such as incentive funds for “extra jobs” within 

municipalities and regions. In 2017, municipalities received SEK 70,000 
per individual employed with extra job employment. For regions, the sum 
in 2018 was SEK 150,000 (SKR, 2018). 
 In 2018, 14% of companies in the labor market had some form of sub-
sidized jobs. Almost half of these employers were small businesses with 1-
4 employees (Arbetsförmedlingen, 2019b). 

Summary 
Chapter 2 has focused on labor market inclusion by defining and present-
ing the concept and the involved actors in relation to the Swedish labor 
market and labor market policy. Labor market inclusion has been illus-
trated as a piece of clockwork machinery, conveying an ideal image of the 
phenomenon as a synchronized integration machine.  
 The chapter has shown that labor market inclusion is an important and 
challenging societal issue in the Swedish welfare system, where an increas-
ing number of unemployed individuals from vulnerable groups on welfare 
benefits need help from the authorities to enter the labor market. At the 
same time, the Swedish labor market policy is undergoing changes and the 
authorities are struggling to find strategies for organizing labor market in-
clusion.  
 
 
 

                                              

 
12 https://arbetsformedlingen.se/for-arbetsgivare/anstall-med-stod 
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3. INTEGRATION 

This chapter presents integration as a central working method in labor 
market inclusion. The chapter begins with a section that defines and con-
ceptualizes integration. This is followed by a section on organizing integra-
tion, presenting different integration forms with a specific focus on inte-
gration projects. Thereafter, a section is devoted to empirical examples of 
different integration forms, highlighting the coordination associations that 
play a central role in this thesis.  

Definition and conceptualization  

Why integration?  

Labor market inclusion is a complex welfare commitment, involving differ-
ent actors and professional groups from different organizations and sec-
tors. These actors and groups have different roles and responsibilities in 
encouraging unemployed individuals on welfare benefits to become self-
sufficient workers. This welfare sector has seen increased differentiation 
and professionalization, both within and between organizations, bring a 
risk of fragmentation and a lack of a holistic view among the actors in-
volved. (Axelsson and Bihari Axelsson, 2013; SOU, 2017a)  
 Integration is a more or less structured approach to integrating various 
professionals and actors, and aims to counteract fragmentation and im-
prove the quality and effectiveness of welfare services by enabling different 
actors to contribute complementary knowledge, skills, and resources 
(Axelsson and Bihari Axelsson, 2006; Nylén, 2007). At the end of the 20th 
century, integration was suggested as “the welfare state’s new working 

form” (Kullberg and Danermark, 1999). More than twenty years later, it 
can no longer be referred to as “new”, but is still a common working form 

which is strongly recommended by authorities (Huxham and Vangen, 
2005), with regard to both interorganizational and intersectoral integra-
tion (Tillmar et al., 2018).  
 The benefits of integration that are usually highlighted are access to re-
sources, shared risks, increased efficiency, co-ordination, and learning. An-
other argument for integration is the moral imperative, described as there 
being “no other way”. This argument rests on the belief that complex wel-

fare issues, such as labor market inclusion, cannot be tackled by any organ-
ization acting alone (Huxham and Vangen, 2005, p. 7). This is a synergy 
argument which argues that “to gain real advantage from collaboration, 
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something has to be achieved that could not have been achieved by any one 
of the organizations acting alone” (Huxham and Vangen, 2005, p. 60). 

Definitions and dimensions 

There is no commonly accepted definition of integration, either interna-
tionally or in Sweden, which has led to a varied nomenclature for describ-
ing different forms of integration. This is also true for similar concepts, 
where there is no consensus regarding the specific meaning of terms such 
as cooperation, collaboration, or coordination (O’Leary and Vij, 2012). 
These concepts are often used synonymously without specifying differ-
ences in terms of complexity and formalization, contributing to conceptual 
confusion (Huxham, 1996). 
 Danermark defines integration as “conscious goal-oriented actions 
performed together with others in a clearly defined group regarding a de-
fined problem and purpose” (Danermark, 2000, p. 15). Axelsson and Bihari 
Axelsson describe it as “working together, i.e., to accomplish or achieve 
something common”, meaning something that presupposes that the collab-

orating actors cross different disciplinary, professional, organizational, and 
sectoral boundaries (Axelsson and Bihari Axelsson, 2013, p. 18).  
 In order to sort out the terminology, the concept of integration – mean-
ing bringing different parts together into a larger unit – has been suggested 
by Axelsson and Bihari Axelsson (2006) as an umbrella term. They have 
also put together a conceptual scheme differentiating between the different 
integration concepts in relation to horizontal and vertical integration. Hor-

izontal level refers to integration between authority officials or similar, 
whereas vertical level refers to integration between hierarchical levels. The 
categorization results in four different types of integration depending on 
the amount of integration: contracting (little integration on both axes), co-

ordination (high on the vertical axis and low on the horizontal axis), col-

laboration (high on the horizontal axis and low on the vertical axis), and 
cooperation (high on both axes). In practice, integration can be a combina-
tion of vertical and horizontal integration along a sliding scale of different 
forms of coordination and collaboration (Axelsson and Bihari Axelsson, 
2006). This can be described as a matrix organization where the vertical 
integration takes place through leaders at different hierarchical levels from 
the integrative organizations, and the horizontal integration takes place 
through network organization across professional and organizations 
boundaries, i.e. in teams (Bihari Axelsson and Axelsson, 2009).  
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Figure 3: Conceptual scheme of different forms of integration 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Axelsson & Bihari Axelsson 2006. 

 
One way of approaching the complexity of integration is to use the analyti-
cal model for integration presented by Danermark and Germundsson 
(2007), which focuses on three basic dimensions of central importance to 
the integration process: regulatory framework, organization, and views. 
Regulatory framework concerns the rules that govern the integrative ac-
tors, i.e. laws, ordinances and regulations, instructions, and internal rules. 
Organization applies to both the organization of each integrative actor and 
the organization of integration as such. Views are about the collaborators’ 

cultures and perspectives, in terms of both integration and those with 
whom they integrate. These dimensions should not be considered autono-
mous and independent, but as interacting in complex relationships with 
each other (Danermark and Germundsson, 2007). 
 The conditions can be divided into structural and cultural dimensions, 
where the structural dimension concerns economic restrictions, rules, po-
litical directives, control systems, administrative boundaries, etc., while the 
cultural dimension affects professional and organizational cultures such as 
views, language, attitudes, values, and communication patterns. This very 
distinction between cultural and structural dimensions is a common divi-
sion, and means that the first two conditions (regulatory framework and 
organization) can be said to be more structural, while the third (views) is 
more cultural (SOU, 2018).  

Organizing integration 
The relationship between organizing and organization can be described as 
organization being a result of organizing and organizing taking place in or-
ganizations (Czarniawska and Joerges, 1996). The focus in this thesis is on 
the organizing rather than the form itself.  
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Integration forms 

The different forms or models for organizing integration can be categorized 
into seven models and placed on a continuum, depending on complexity 
and formalization, and ranging from autonomy to fusion (Andersson et al., 
2011; Axelsson and Bihari Axelsson, 2013)(Figure 4). The forms can be di-
vided into structure-oriented and process-oriented models. Structure-ori-
ented models concern integration between different organizations (i.e. in-
terorganizational integration) and sectors (i.e. intersectoral integration), 
and consist of case coordination, partnership, co-location, and pooling of 
budgets. Process-oriented models are more about integration and working 
forms between different professions (i.e. interprofessional integration), 
and consist of information exchange, interprofessional meetings, and mul-
tidisciplinary teams). According to Andersson et al. (2011), the seven mod-
els often occur in different combinations. 
 

Figure 4: Different models for organization of integration on a continuum.  

  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Andersson et al. 2011.  

 
The simplest form is the information exchange between independent or-
ganizations, often via informal contacts between professionals in the dif-
ferent organizations. Case coordination is another simple form of integra-
tion, consisting of an appointed representative of the authorities coordinat-
ing efforts and support for an individual. Interagency meetings are a com-
mon form of integration, with various frequencies, systematizations and 
formalizations. A more intensive form of integration is multidisciplinary 

teams, where different professions and organizations work together over a 
longer period. The teams can be multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary, or 
transdisciplinary, depending on how intense the contacts are between the 
participants and how dependent they are on each other (see Thylefors, 
Persson and Hellström, 2005). Partnership is a formalized integration 
form between two or more organizations, based on formal agreements or 
arrangements. The partnership can include everything from the focus, 
scope, financing of the activities, and the responsibilities and obligations of 
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the involved actors, to structures for communication and information ex-
change. Co-location is not really a form of integration but a model for phys-
ical placement, where different organizations are placed nearby or at the 
same premises, creating conditions for cooperation across professional and 
organizational boundaries. The most far-reaching form of integration, 
pooling of budgets, is a model where the partners combine their resources 
into a common budget for joint activities.  

Integration projects 

A common form of organizing collaboration is through integration projects. 
Depending on formalization, integration projects can consist of all seven 
integration models mentioned above, organized separately or in different 
combinations. Projects as a form of organization are typically characterized 
by the fact that they are clearly delimited in time and task, have defined 
goals, and consist of a specific project organization, separating the project 
organizationally and financially from regular operations within the organ-
izations (Löfström, 2010).   
 Integration projects often mean that representatives from different or-
ganizations come together to carry out a joint activity, enabling employees 
from different organizations with different professions and experiences to 
meet and try out different forms of integration. They can be used to create 
awareness of collaboration issues, create meeting places, or gather exper-
tise and funding to develop new forms of work and routines (Torfing, 
2016). The purpose of integration projects is often to pass on experience 
from projects to the home organizations and regular operations. In integra-
tion projects, each actor has boundaries in the form of competencies, reg-
ulations, administrative systems, and management structures from their 
home organizations. These boundaries need to be addressed when organ-
izing collaboration, and are often a challenge when considering implemen-
tation. (Löfström, 2010) 
 Integration projects have become such a common form of organizing 
in the public sector that the “projectification of integration” is referred to 
(Löfström, 2010). Projectification means an increasing belief in projects as 
a temporary form of organization in order to bring about change, develop-
ment, renewal, and a culture which perceive projects as the organizational 
solution. There are a large number of projects, and the European Social 
Fund (ESF) alone has funded over 90,000 projects in Sweden since 1995 
(Fred, 2018). 
 One argument for using integrative projects as a form of organization 
in a collaborative context is the difficulty of carrying out developmental 
work in the ordinary organizational structure. The idea is to circumvent 
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these difficulties by organizing integration projects as temporary organiza-
tions. (Löfström, 2010) The project form is also often a prerequisite for re-
ceiving funds (e.g., from international, national, or regional authorities 
such as the ESF, the coordination associations, etc.), where it is a common 
requirement that the financed activity is unique and separate from ordi-
nary operations (Fred, 2018; Mc Glinn, 2018). 

Examples of integration 

The coordination associations 

A coordination association (CA) is an example of pooling of budgets. The 
CAs are organized as local integration associations, with representatives 
from the PES, the Swedish Social Insurance Agency, the municipalities, 
and the region aiming at cooperating financially within labor market inclu-
sion. They are regulated by the Law on Financial Cooperation, FINSAM 
(SFS, 2003). The intention of FINSAM is based on the assumption that 
complex problems require complex solutions.  
 The CAs are voluntary structures, but the Swedish Social Insurance 
Agency and the PES have regulations that require them to conduct financial 
coordination of rehabilitation efforts according to FINSAM. The majority 
of Sweden’s municipalities (260 of 290 municipalities) are part of a CA, and 
there are about 80 CAs in total. The CAs are jointly funded by the munici-
pality, the region and the state authorities, where the state accounts for half 
of the funding, while the municipality and the region each account for a 
quarter. In total, the CAs have a budget of about SEK 670 million. The CAs 
operate locally and are governed by representatives of the involved actors, 
enabling collaboration based on local conditions and needs. (ISF, 2019b) 
 The primary mission of the CAs is to meet the needs for efforts in the 
welfare area that are not met by the four organizations themselves. The CAs 
aim to carry out rehabilitation and labor market inclusion efforts that en-
courage unemployed individuals to achieve or improve their work ability in 
order to become self-sufficient. The target group is unemployed individuals 
with medical, mental, social, and labor market-related problems who need 
coordinated support from several actors. The individual-oriented interven-
tions consist of activating and motivating interventions, such as individual 
counseling, various types of individual treatment, and preventive interven-
tions. The CAs also work with cross-structural initiatives that aim to 
strengthen cooperation between the authorities involved by creating good 
contacts among the actors and increasing knowledge of issues related to the 
target group and labor market inclusion. The CAs’ efforts provide support 

for individuals approaching the labor market and self-sufficiency, and for 
getting the “right” form of compensation (ISF, 2019a). These efforts reach 



Integration 

 43 

about 10% of the 280,000 individuals who are assumed to be in need of 
coordinated efforts (ISF, 2019b).13 

Other empirical examples of welfare integration  

One example of two-part integration, and an example of partnership be-
tween organizations, is the statuary enhanced cooperation between the 
PES and the Swedish Social Insurance Agency. This integration form aims 
to encourage individuals to leave sickness insurance in order to work, 
study, or participate in other active initiatives at the PES. The target group 
is individuals, regardless of income, who have a reduced work ability due 
to illness or disability, or the risk of illness or disability, and who need re-
habilitation to develop or regain their work ability. This includes both em-
ployed and unemployed individuals, with compensation from sickness in-
surance (individuals on sick leave and young people with activity compen-
sation) and other benefits, such as municipal financial support. The collab-
oration is allocated over SEK 700 million annually, and involves approxi-
mately 10,000 individuals per year. The goal of this cooperation is to offer 
early and active activities based on the individuals’ needs in order to stim-

ulate labor market inclusion, or – for individuals with jobs or work experi-
ence – to facilitate a return to their workplace or another job at the labor 
market. Other actors such as employers, the municipalities, and health care 
providers from the region may be involved in the enhanced cooperation, 
and it should be possible to conduct the initiatives in parallel. (Bengtsson, 
Ornstein and Rödin, 2018)14  

 Another regulated integration form, and an example of interagency 

meetings, is the Coordinated Individual Plan (Samordnad Individuell 
Planering, SIP). This integration tool has had legal support since 2010 via 
the Social Services Act and the Health Care Act, and aims to facilitate in-
teraction between health care providers and the municipalities concerning 
individuals with needs from both social services and health care, and where 
different activities need to be coordinated. Through this tool, other actors 
such as the PES and the Swedish Social Insurance Agency may also be in-
cluded in the work, even if their participation is not required by law. (SFS, 
2001, 2017a)   
 A less regulated example of integration is so-called local agreements 

between the municipalities and the PES, the Swedish Social Insurance 
Agency, or the region. This enables the parties to design the integration ac-
cording to their needs and local conditions, and often concerns a specific 

                                              

 
13https://www.finsam.se/  
14https://www.forsakringskassan.se/myndigheter_old/arbetsformedlingen/samverkan/forsakringskas-

san_arbetsformedlingen 
 



The Social Dynamics of Labor Market Inclusion 

  44 

issue or target group. Examples of effective forms of collaboration with de-
scriptions of organization and success factors learned from local initiatives 
between the PES and municipalities regarding people with financial assis-
tance have been compiled in a report (Socialstyrelsen and 
Arbetsförmedlingen, 2015). The Delegation for the Employment of Young 
People and Newly Arrived Migrants (DUA) supports local agreements, and 
aims to promote collaboration between the PES and municipalities and the 
development of new forms of collaboration (SOU, 2018). 

Summary 
Chapter 3 has presented integration as a central working form in labor mar-
ket inclusion contexts. The chapter includes sections with definitions of the 
concept and descriptions of various dimensions, explaining the choice of 
the concept of integration instead of the more common concepts of collab-
oration and cooperation. The chapter has also addressed organizing inte-
gration by presenting various integration forms and, in particular, integra-
tion projects which are central in this thesis, as well as various empirical 
examples of different integration forms. 
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4. RESEARCH ON INTEGRATION  

This chapter introduce previous research on interorganizational integra-
tion, using Huxham and Vangen’s theory of collaborative advantage 
(2005) as a structure for the presentation. This theory is a framework of 
concepts which constitute a frame of reference for the thesis. The presen-
tation is based on seven collaborative themes from the theory that have 
been selected due to their relevance to the thesis. This is followed by a sec-
tion addressing research on intersectoral integration.  

Research on interorganizational integration  
Research on interorganizational integration is characterized by a wide va-
riety of disciplines, research paradigms, theoretical perspectives, and sec-
toral focuses (Huxham, 2003). The research that has been carried out has 
focused extensively on problems and difficulties in collaboration (Huxham 
and Vangen, 2005). The research carried out over the last three decades 
has concluded that “collaborations are complex, slow to produce outputs 
and by no means guaranteed to deliver synergies and advantages” (Vangen, 
2016, p. 263). However, there is also research that highlights the ad-
vantages. Typically, research is compiled into barriers and facilitators for 
integration, and many of these tend to be seen as two sides of the same coin 
(Andersson et al., 2011). 
 Leading proponents of a more critical approach include the British re-
searchers Huxham and Vangen, (see e.g. Huxham and Vangen, 2005) who 
have studied interorganizational collaboration for several decades. The 
conclusion from their research is that there are no easy routes to success, 
and that seeking collaborative advantage is a seriously resource-consuming 
activity which should only be considered when it is really worth pursuing. 
Their message to practitioners and policymakers is therefore “don’t do it 

unless you have to” (Huxham and Vangen, 2005, p. 13). In Sweden, An-
dersson’s (2016) research is an example of a growing critical stream of col-
laboration research, problematizing the rationalized myth of collaboration 
as a taken-for-granted solution in CAs. 

The theory of collaborative advantage 
Huxham and Vangen acknowledge and conceptualize the difficulties of in-
tegration in a complex and multifaceted model, the theory of collaborative 
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advantage (Huxham and Vangen, 2005). This model describes collabora-

tive advantage as the energizing state that arises when the actors involved 
feel inspired and succeed with their efforts. In these situations, collabora-
tion is associated with real gains, and is perceived as rewarding and worth-
while. Collaborative inertia is the opposite condition, describing the pain 
and frustration that can be associated with collaboration. This demanding 
state is associated with the collaboration process being slow-paced and the 
output being negligible. (Huxham and Vangen, 2005) 
 The model derives from a practitioner perspective, building on per-
ceived issues that bring about advantages or inertia in collaboration 
(Huxham and Vangen, 2005). These perceptions are grouped into practi-

tioner-generated themes. The most common themes are shared aims, com-
munication, commitment and determination, compromise, working pro-
cesses, accountability, democracy and equality, trust, and power (Huxham 
and Vangen, 2005). The model has gradually developed to include cross-

cutting themes, referring to identified issues that impact on all the other 
themes, represented by the theme of membership structures. Other themes 
include policy-generated themes, which consist of leadership, learning, 
and success. Finally, there are the researcher-generated themes, referring 
to issues raised by researchers as being applicable to collaboration. Exam-
ples of these types of themes include identity and social capital.  
 Figure 5 illustrates the diversity of themes and also how they relate to 
each other, aiming to convey the complex and multifaceted picture of col-
laborative practice. The themes are highly interrelated and are built up of 
underlying interrelated issues, without clear delineations between themes 
or issues. Not all themes are relevant to all collaboration practices. The 
themes are part of a holistic picture and cannot be enacted in isolation. By 
studying each theme, the theory can help to unpack the practice in “man-

ageable chunks”. Issues, contradictions, tensions, and dilemmas that un-
derpin each theme can thus be identified and clarified. Huxham and 
Vangen (2005) stress that the themes and labels are not fixed or sacrosanct, 
and the blank figures indicate that the themes are constantly evolving and 
expanding, and that the theory will never be completed. 

Central themes for integration 

There is a high degree of correlation between Huxham and Vangen’s 

themes (2005) and other research. A tendency among integration research 
has been to present lists of aspects with hampering and facilitating factors 
for collaboration. For example, in a review of literature on collaboration 
within vocational rehabilitation, Andersson et al. (2011) describe these fac-
tors as two sides of the same coin, where each factor can facilitate collabo-
ration as much as it can hinder it. The review agrees well with factors that 
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other researchers address (see e.g. Danermark and Germundsson, 2007; 
Ståhl C., 2010; O’Leary and Vij, 2012; Axelsson and Bihari Axelsson, 2013). 
 In the following sections, selected themes are presented based on Hux-
ham and Vangen’s theory (2005), in order to represent the different types 
of themes (practitioner-generated themes, cross-cutting themes, policy-
generated themes, and research-generated themes). Each theme is illus-
trated with examples from other studies, strengthening the relevance of the 
selection for the thesis.  
 
Figure 5: Types of themes in collaborative practice, with the selected themes for 
this thesis highlighted in yellow. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Source: Huxham & Vangen 2005, adapted by the author.  

Common aims  

The first selected practitioner-generated theme is common aims or, in 
other words, vision, aim, goals, objectives, and purposes (Huxham and 
Vangen, 2005). Regardless of how this theme is referred to, it is commonly 
argued that common or at least compatible aims are important starting 
points for collaboration. However, common practice shows that the variety 
of organizational and individual agendas makes it difficult for actors to 
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agree on this. Huxham and Vangen have put together a framework for un-
derstanding aims in collaboration, distinguishing between the goals of the 
collaboration, the related goals of each participating organization, and the 
individual participants’ personal goals. These goals can be explicit, taken 
for granted by some, and not recognized by others, as well as being delib-
erately hidden. Based on this complex goal framework, Huxham and 
Vangen conclude that it is challenging to achieve common aims, and sug-
gest that collaboration on an action can begin without fully agreeing on the 
aims. (Huxham and Vangen, 2005) 
 Issues related to common aims are common in the integration litera-
ture (Andersson et al., 2011; O’Leary and Vij, 2012; SOU, 2018). Some re-
searchers conclude that consensus among involved actors may facilitate in-
tegration, but should not be considered a prerequisite (Andersson, 2010; 
Ståhl, 2010). Others conclude the opposite. O’Leary and Vij (2012) found 
numerous studies emphasizing that clear and mutually agreed aims are a 
success factor. Andersson et al. (2011) found common aims and goals to be 
related to cooperative actors and organizations establishing a common 
ground. Several researchers highlight the interrelationship between com-
mon aim and culture, problematizing the challenge of collaborating actors 
representing different organizations, professions, and views, and thus the 
scope and variety of aims and reasons for being involved in collaborative 
practices. Examples of this variation are aims addressing cross-sector fail-
ure, resources and knowledge, efficiency in delivering services, legitimacy, 
or building collaborative relationships (O’Leary and Vij, 2012; SOU, 2018). 
O’Leary and Vij (2012) conclude that the interests of collaborative actors 
may come into conflict, but emphasize that the actors must agree on the 
overall aim of the collaboration and consider whether the different organi-
zations’ aims are compatible with the aim of the collaboration. A lack of 
focus on common aims is assumed to stimulate territoriality, which ham-
pers integration (Andersson et al., 2011).  

Trust  

The second selected practitioner-generated theme is trust (Huxham and 
Vangen, 2005). Huxham and Vangen describe the theme of trust as collab-
orative actors’ expectations and faith about the collaboration, and the other 
actors’ future behaviors in relation to meeting these expectations. They 
found that trust was often mentioned by practitioners on their wish lists, 
but was a rare commodity in practice and suspicion rather than trust was 
often the starting point, expressed as follows: “Trust is necessary for suc-
cessful collaboration but we are suspicious of each other” (Huxham and 
Vangen, 2005, p. 66). Collaboration can mean more or less forced partner-
ship due to government policies or pragmatics. In order to accomplish 
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trust, Huxham and Vangen emphasize trust building. Their research is 
summarized as a trust building loop based on two conditions. The first 
forms expectations about the future of the collaboration, based on reputa-
tion, past behavior, or contracts and agreements. The second concerns risk 
taking, and argues for the need to trust enough to be willing to initiate the 
collaboration. Aiming for initially modest and realistic positive outcomes 
forms the basis for trust development, with reinforced trusting attitudes 
and underpinnings for more ambitious collaboration. In order to sustain 
the trust-building loop, they emphasize the importance of managing the 
dynamics and power imbalances as well as nurturing the collaborative re-
lationships. (Huxham and Vangen, 2005) 

 Trust as a central theme for integration is confirmed in integration re-
search (see e.g. Andersson, 2010; Ståhl C., 2010; O’Leary and Vij, 2012). 
Andersson et al. (2011) found that trust was mainly a facilitator for integra-
tion and highlighted the time factor, concerning both long-term commit-
ment and the continuity of actors over a longer period, stating that trust 
takes time to build but can be destroyed in very short time. This fragility of 
trust has been highlighted in a study of local agreements between the PES 
and municipalities (SOU, 2018). Ståhl (Ståhl, 2010) found a connection be-
tween trust in integration and payback on invested money (related to mem-
bership structures), where if payback is modest or delayed, cooperation will 
be valued low. Other studies relate trust to communication, confirming the 
underlying and interrelated connection between the themes (Andersson et 

al., 2011; O’Leary and Vij, 2012). In line with the trust loop, O’Leary & Vij 

(2012, p. 514) emphasize that trust does not arise by itself but demands 
“clear communication, reciprocity, goal alignment, transparency, infor-

mation and knowledge sharing and by demonstrating competency, good 
intentions and follow-through”.  

Power 

The third selected practice-generated theme is power (Huxham and 
Vangen, 2005). This theme is closely interrelated with trust, and Huxham 
and Vangen suggest that the two themes are in some respects seen as op-
posite sides of the same coin, since perceptions of power imbalance inevi-
tably lead to feelings of mistrust. They found that the common wisdom is 
that “the power is in the purse strings”, implying that the actors who are 
not in control of finances are automatically deprived of power. However, in 
reality, most actors at least have the power to leave. According to the re-
searchers, the power theme consists of different points of power at different 
levels, referred to as a power infrastructure. By unpacking the theme, dif-
ferent points of power can be identified. Power at the macro level concerns 
sources of power, and deals with organizational issues related to resources 
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and whether actors have something that others need (e.g. skills, knowledge, 
or information). Moreover, it involves structural variations in positions 
among actors and different perceptions of the importance of the collabora-
tion and the relationship. Another point is that power balances tend to 
change over time, both between actors as the collaboration develops and 
individuals, and in terms of the type of power. Power at the micro level 
concerns how power is enacted in the daily life of the collaboration, from 
the individual perspective. Examples of points at this level include practical 
issues such as the naming of the collaboration, the invitation, choosing par-
ticipants, meeting management and meeting agendas, and format. Thus, 
managing the power infrastructure is central for managing collaboration. 
(Huxham and Vangen, 2005). 
 The perception of power as an essential aspect for understanding inte-
gration is confirmed by other researchers (e.g. Danermark, 2004; O’Leary 

and Vij, 2012). O’Leary and Vij (2012) conclude that power imbalances 
within collaborations may result in conflict and co-optation, and may affect 
the success of the integration. They see structure and leadership issues as 
both a source of and a remedy for power balances. They conclude that col-
laborations work more easily when there are no major disparities of power, 
and that a legal mandate for increased authority and power will increase 
the likelihood of successful integration. Danermark and Germundsson 
(2010) present a theoretical approach of power relations in relation to the 
theory of social representations. Central to this approach are unequal in-
terpersonal power relations, categorizing actors as being powerful and non-
powerful.  

Communication and language 

The fourth selected practice-generated theme identified by Huxham and 
Vangen (2005) is communication and language. They found that good 
communication was a common requirement from practitioners, in the 
same way that poor communication was associated with frustration. Hux-
ham and Vangen make a distinction regarding communication between ac-
tors in the collaboration group, between the collaboration and the involved 
organizations, and between the organizations and society as a whole. In 
terms of communication within the collaboration group, the issue of lan-
guage is central, with problems related to professional jargon and different 
interpretations of the same words. Good communication between the ac-
tors in the collaboration and the involved organizations is considered es-
sential, but is highly time-consuming. Huxham and Vangen describe how 
this communication enables the practitioners to spot early signs of disa-
greements and to gain trust, commitment, support, and resources from the 
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organizations. The third communication channel, between the collabora-
tion and society, is mentioned as essential in collaborations dealing with 
societal problems in order to keep up to date and maintain good relations. 
(Huxham and Vangen, 2005). 
 Many integration researchers highlight communication as an essential 
theme in integration, being related to both barriers and facilitators (e.g. 
Andersson et al., 2011; O’Leary and Vij, 2012; SOU, 2018). O’Leary and Vij 
(2012, p. 513) found the following communicative factors to be important: 
information exchange, dialogue, sharing ideas, articulating and asserting 
views, negotiations, bargaining, deliberations, problem solving, conflict 
management, and conflict resolutions. They further stated how deliberate 
communication allows collaborators to brainstorm, critically examine each 
other’s arguments, identify common interests, and build a base of shared 
knowledge and social capital. The communication channels need to be in-
clusive, transparent, and regular. (O’Leary and Vij, 2012) Andersson et al. 
(2011) pointed out the connection between lack of communication and am-
biguity regarding roles and responsibilities, and how an absence of com-
munication was related to different views among the actors on the aims and 
goals of the collaboration. They also found studies pointing out how suffi-
cient communication was associated with increased knowledge, and with 
mutual understanding and respect for each other.  

Leadership 

The leadership theme is one of the policy-generated themes aiming to ex-
plain the role of leadership, focusing on “the mechanisms that make things 
happen in a collaboration” (Huxham and Vangen, 2005). Huxham and 
Vangen argue that the formation and implementation of collaborative 
agendas is led by three interrelated media: leadership through structure, 
leadership through process, and leadership through participants. Leader-
ship activities are described from two perspectives: facilitative activities 
undertaken in the spirit of collaboration and manipulative activities la-
beled collaborative thuggery (Huxham and Vangen, 2005, p. 213). Facili-
tative activities consist of embracing the “right” kind of members, empow-

ering members to enable participation, involving and supporting all mem-
bers, and mobilizing members to make things happen Manipulative activi-
ties, on the other hand, involve manipulating the collaborative agenda and 
playing politics. Huxham and Vangen’s research has shown the need to 

combine the two perspectives and operate from both modes in order to 
make progress. (Huxham and Vangen, 2005) 
 Leadership and management issues are central themes in integration 
research, and are perceived to be obstacles as well as success factors 
(Andersson et al., 2011; O’Leary and Vij, 2012; Axelsson and Bihari 
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Axelsson, 2013). Examples of obstacles include leaders who defend the ter-
ritory of their organization (Andersson et al., 2011), and who do not prior-
itize and demand integration (SOU, 2018). Examples of success factors in-
clude altruistic leaders who are able to transcend organizational bounda-
ries and give support to the professionals involved in the form of time, re-
sources for collaboration, and a mandate to represent their organization 
(Andersson et al., 2011). Axelsson and Bihari Axelsson (2013, p. 30) (2013) 
emphasize the importance of leadership in horizontal integration constel-
lations, and describe the leadership’s tasks and focus in relation to a devel-
opment process of four phases: facilitating communication (forming 
phase), managing conflicts (storming phase), creating trust (norming 
phase), and facilitating work and contacts (performing phase) (p. 30).  

Memberships structures 

This cross-cutting theme is concerned with the collaborative form and re-
lates to all other themes (Huxham and Vangen, 2005). The issues underly-
ing this theme pertain to the members of the collaboration, both concern-
ing who is involved and how they are involved. The theme is characterized 
by ambiguity and complexity related to the structure of collaboration and 
the dynamics of the way the membership structure changes over time. 
Huxham and Vangen state that ambiguity concerns both membership and 
status, as well as representativeness. This means that members have differ-
ent perceptions of who is participating in the collaboration, their own and 
others’ roles or membership status, what they are representing (an organi-
zation or an individual profession or competence), and to what degree. In 
addition, many collaborations have complex structures, with “pluralism of 

partnership” addressing organizations’ membership in many different col-

laborative contexts. The structures of these different collaborations can 
also be unclear and poorly coordinated. With the dynamics of collabora-
tion, Huxham and Vangen refer to the constant change that characterizes 
many collaborations with shifting membership, shifting purpose, and shift-
ing pace of change. Taken together, this theme underlines the structural 
complexity in practice. (Huxham and Vangen, 2005) 
 Research concerning projects as an organizational form criticize “the 

project society” or “projectification”, referring to a system of governance 

where projects that are intended as a method for organizing and managing 
societal problems very seldom lead to real changes on a structural or a so-
cietal level. The project-based governance of societal problems has been 
compared to putting an adhesive bandage on a broken arm, implying that 
rather than solving complex problems, projects have a tendency to give rise 
to more projects and the project machinery becomes a self-reinforcing op-
eration.(Fred, 2018; Mc Glinn, 2018) 
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 Structure is a recurrent theme in integration research, and is perceived 
as both an enabling and a hampering factor (Andersson et al., 2011; 
O’Leary and Vij, 2012). Löfström (2010) found that the organizational 
structure of integration projects as demarcated appendages and the bound-
ary problems between the project and the home organizations hampers im-
plementation and means that the results tend to be limited to the integra-
tion project and not spread further. Thus, this confirms the challenge that 
projects risk being temporary solutions to long-term problems. Ståhl et al. 
(2017) reported similar challenges, stating that organizational problems 
combined with different approaches between the project and regular prac-
tice obscured implementation, and that authorities are not interested in 
implementing methodologies that require organizational restructuring. In 
another study by Ståhl (Ståhl, 2010), it is suggested that sustainable coop-
eration structures need to incorporate and coordinate the involved actors’ 

priorities into a long-term cooperation strategy rather that basing the co-
ordination on vulnerable collaboration projects.  
 Related challenges have been identified in research on other integra-
tion forms. Andersson (2016) points out a dilemma with the CAs, where 
collaboration is locked into project-like organizations which are demar-
cated from ordinary practice. She also concludes that the FINSAM Act 
(SFS, 2003) and specifically allocated resources in pooled budgets 
strengthen this lock-in. The challenges involved in CAs’ organizing have 
also been studied by Ståhl (Ståhl, 2010), who found that rather than the 
coordination of existing practices, cooperation within the CAs tends to be 
organized as collaborative work forms based on an idea of consensus, 
where all organizations were expected to participate on equal terms and 
find common work forms, which tended to obscure the existing conflicts 
between the participating organizations.  
 The structure of the constellation of members in integration practices 
is important. The integration literature presents repeated findings about 
difficulties and challenges involved among the individuals who represent 
the organizations (O’Leary and Vij, 2012). A collaborating group’s “repre-

sentativeness” can suffer if participants lack sufficient competences to par-

ticipate effectively (O’Leary and Vij, 2012) , or if important actors are miss-
ing (Andersson et al., 2011).  
 O’Leary and Vij (2012) conclude that structure delineates authority and 
responsibilities within integration practices, and highlight a paradox of 
flexibility-stability. On the one hand, integration is often preferred over bu-
reaucratic structures because it is more flexible, but it can also be unstable 
and make accountability difficult (O’Leary and Vij, 2012). The cooperative 
actors’ organization-specific rules and regulations are mostly considered a 
hampering factor for integration, complicating the integration between the 
professionals concerning e.g. confidentiality and employment conditions 
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(Andersson et al., 2011; SOU, 2018). Another hampering factor is that these 
rules and regulations tend to change over time due to new legislation and 
political initiatives (Andersson et al., 2011). However, structure in terms of 
formal procedures and systematic planning can facilitate integration 
(Andersson et al., 2011), and an awareness of pacing activities can increase 
opportunities to implement activities in the “right” order, time, and place 
(Mörndal, 2018). 

Identity and social capital  

Identity and social capital are examples of themes that have been derived 
from researcher-generated concepts rather than directly from policy or 
practice (Huxham and Vangen, 2005). Huxham and Vangen emphasize the 
relevance of identity forming issues in relation to the theory of collabora-
tive advantage. They conclude that collaborations has a paradoxical nature 
requiring “simultaneous protection and integration of the partners’ 

uniquely different resources, experiences, and expertise in complex, dy-
namic organizing contexts” (Huxham and Vangen, 2005; Vangen, 2016, p. 
263). Moreover, they highlight two perspectives in relation to identity 
forming processes. One is concerned with the nature of group membership 
and the categorization of individuals, for example in-group members fo-
cusing on the collaboration as a whole. The other perspective concerns the 
dynamics of identity, focusing on mutual identity building taking place 
when parties interact and form relationships with each other.  
 Huxham and Vangen (2005) describe the identity forming process as a 
complex, interwoven, tangled mix of interaction cycles, which is difficult to 
grasp but important to be aware of in order to manage collaboration. The 
identity issues and how the parties look at each other interrelate to all the 
previously selected themes (common aims, trust, power, communication 

and language, leadership, and membership structures), and can cause 
tensions and inertia in collaboration practices. One specific challenge men-
tioned by Huxham and Vangen is the tension between the need for partici-
pants to identify with their organization and the need for them to identify 
with the collaboration. The identity issues are closely related to social cap-
ital, which is described as a resource based on a person’s membership of 
social networks and groups, and the gains this can bring in terms of recog-
nition and social benefits (Bourdieu, 1986). 
 These themes have been suggested by researchers to be applicable to 
collaboration and relevant to collaboration practice. Despite this, there is 
surprisingly little research on identity and collaboration, as well as social 
capital and collaboration. Andersson et al. (2011) do not mention identity 
issues explicitly, but do so in relation to most of the identified barriers and 
facilitators in their review. Walsh et al. (1999) conclude that stereotypical 
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views about members of partnerships and organizations are endemic and 
affect collaborations, while Luo (1998) emphases partner characteristics as 
an essential issue when considering collaboration partners. O’Leary and Vij 
(2012) conclude that as individuals collaborate, they will learn from other 
individuals and build a base of shared knowledge which can lead to the de-
velopment of social capital. Social capital can also be stimulated by the 
storming phase in the collaboration development process (Axelsson and 
Bihari Axelsson, 2013).  

Research on intersectoral integration  
Research on intersectoral organizing – that is, between authority actors 
and other actors, such as employers, and how such organizing works in 
practice – is scarce, especially in a Swedish context (Tillmar et al., 2018). 
More specifically, there are limited studies focusing on integration between 
authorities and employers in labor market inclusion. Despite employers’ 

central role in the labor market and their opportunities to influence labor 
market inclusion, research indicates that there is a power imbalance be-
tween employers and authorities in integration related to labor market in-
clusion. Nord (Nord, 2018) concludes that Swedish labor market policy has 
been characterized by an overemphasis on the role of the PES in tackling 
unemployment, while Ståhl (Ståhl, 2010) highlights employers’ limited 
role, which indicates that integration between authorities and employers 
tends not to be organized from the perspective of employers.  
 Employers’ views on integration with authorities have been studied in 
the research field of labor market inclusion, particularly in relation to indi-
viduals with disabilities. One specific research field concerns the Individual 
Placement and Support (IPS) vocational rehabilitation approach for people 
with serious mental illness and Supported Employment (SE) for people 
with disabilities. These methods are dependent on intersectoral coopera-
tion, but studies are generally focused on their outcomes rather than the 
integration aspects (see e.g. Andersson et al., 2011; Bejerholm et al., 2015; 
Lexén, Emmelin and Bejerholm, 2016). In line with the research on inter-
organizational integration, this research on intersectoral integration has 
identified factors that can be either facilitating or hampering. Some of the 
factors are individual-related, for example concerning the character of the 
disability, the individual’s work ability, or specific individual characteris-
tics (Ju, Roberts and Zhang, 2013; Shaw et al., 2014; Andersson et al., 
2015). Other factors are employer-related, and concern for example the 
employer’s knowledge about disabilities and accommodation strategies 
(Erickson, Schrader and Bruyère, 2014; Shaw et al., 2014; Houtenville and 
Kalargyrou, 2015) and previous experiences of working with people with 
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disabilities (Hernandez, Keys and Balcazar, 2000; Ju, Roberts and Zhang, 
2013; Andersson et al., 2015).  
 Factors concerning the authorities and the integration between em-
ployers and the authorities are mainly about support and the structure of 
the integration. A lack of integrated services and accessible resources is 
perceived as a hampering factor (Shaw et al., 2014; SKR, 2018). Studies 
have shown that employers can perceive difficulties in terms of knowing 
what support is available and how to access it. This perception of the wel-
fare system as impenetrable and difficult to understand or get an overview 
of can strengthen barriers to integration and labor market inclusion 
(Karlsson and Nilsson, 2017). 
 Other studies have emphasized the importance of consultation and as-
sistance from the authorities or disability employment services as facilitat-
ing factors (e.g. Graffam et al., 2002; Gilbride et al., 2003; Kaye and Jones, 
2011; Gustavsson, 2014; Lexén, Emmelin and Bejerholm, 2016; Karlsson 
and Nilsson, 2017).  In her research on supported employment, Gustavsson 
(2014) found that the support given by the supported employment repre-
sentative could reduce the individual’s perceived transactional costs, that 
is costs related to contact, contract, and control during the recruitment and 
employment process. Concerns about costs relating to hiring have been 
identified in several studies as a barrier (Hernandez, Keys and Balcazar, 
2000; Kaye and Jones, 2011; Erickson, Schrader and Bruyère, 2014), while 
other studies have highlighted financial support from the authorities as a 
facilitating factor (Domzal, Houtenville and Sharma, 2008; Gustavsson, 
2014). Gustavsson (2014) found that, in addition to financial support, other 
risk-reducing factors for hiring, such as probationary periods and “open 

purchase”, reduce perceived risks when employers experienced uncertainty 
about individuals’ work ability and productivity. 
 Other identified factors include the character and organization of the 
integration. A lack of established partnerships between employers and au-
thorities is considered to be a hampering factor (Shaw et al., 2014). Certain 
studies have identified that existing integrations (between employers and 
the PES) are not working effectively, and ensuring that these are functional 
and long-term is seen to be difficult (SOU, 2018). Employers ask the au-
thorities to represent flexibility, continuity, and proactivity, and have a 
more service-oriented approach (Gustavsson, 2014; SOU, 2018). Based on 
the research carried out by Gustavsson (2014) on integration through sup-
ported employment, integration is affected by employers’ views of the au-
thorities. Trustful relationships are built by employers perceiving that the 
authority actors have adequate knowledge about the labor market and that 
they offer various support measures with the employers’ best interests in 



Research on integration 

 57 

mind (Gustavsson, 2014). The authority actors’ understanding of the em-

ployers’ perspective seems to be essential for successful integration (SOU, 
2018).  

Summary  
Chapter 4 has presented research on interorganizational integration based 
on the theory of collaborative advantage (Huxham and Vangen, 2005). 
Seven collaborative themes have been presented, which have been seen as 
central for the empirical studies in this thesis. The chapter also presented 
research on intersectoral integration.  
 The literature review confirmed the two challenges mentioned in the 
introduction concerning integration in labor market inclusion contexts. 
The first concerns intraorganizational and interorganizational integration, 
where the actors involved – due to the fact that no single authority actor 
has overall responsibility – need to integrate and contribute their various 
skills and resources, for example through integration projects. The review 
confirmed that this area is characterized by a significant knowledge gap, 
and that there is a need for research concerning both intraorganizational 
and interorganizational integration between welfare actors in the context 
of Swedish labor market inclusion. The second challenge concerns inter-
sectoral integration between employers and authorities, which – despite 
employers’ central role in labor market inclusion – is limited. The review 
confirmed that research on the roles and perspectives of employers in labor 
market inclusion has not been sufficiently explored.  
 The previous chapters have aimed to place the thesis and the empirical 
studies in a context, and to present a background to the integration chal-
lenges mentioned in the introduction. In summary, it can be concluded that 
research on integration and organizing labor market inclusion in a Swedish 
context is scarce. There is a need for qualitative studies that contribute a 
deeper understanding of the phenomenon concerning the social dynamics 
of integration, and how different perspectives influence the integration and 
the organizing. This is the focus of this thesis. 
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5. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

This chapter presents the different theoretical approaches that have guided 
the research process. The overall research process has been inspired by a 
theorizing approach (Swedberg, 2012), which has guided the research pro-
cess through the three empirical studies and encouraged the use of a sev-
eral theoretical approaches, resulting in a broad and multifaceted theoret-
ical framework.  
 The theory of collaborative advantage and the central themes for inte-
gration described in chapter 4 form a theoretical basis for the thesis 
(Huxham and Vangen, 2005). Based on their relevance for the thesis, seven 
collaborative themes have been selected: common aims, trust, power, 
communication and language, leadership, membership structures, and 
identity and social capital. These have been supplemented with different 
theoretical approaches in the various papers, functioning as analytical tools 
for zooming in on the studied phenomena. Each theory has contributed 
unique terminology and perspectives on understandings of labor market 
inclusion. These theoretical approaches are described below.  

Theorizing (thesis and paper III)  
Theorizing can be described as “finding a perspective or lens through which 
a problem can be viewed and an invitation to see the problem in a new or 
revised way” (Hammond, 2018, p. 2). The word “theorize” comes from the 
Greek, and means to see, to observe, and to contemplate. It is a mixture of 
several activities: observing something, penetrating something, and find-
ing something out. These activities are closely related and iterative, build-
ing on each other. Together, they capture the theorizing process going from 
observation to explanation. Heidegger (1977) suggested that theorizing 
means to concentrate on a phenomenon and stay with it, trying to under-
stand it in this way. Swedberg (2012) emphasizes that theorizing focuses 
on the “context of discovery”, defined as the form in which thinking pro-
cesses are subjectively performed, in contrast to the “context of justifica-

tion”, which is defined as the form in which thinking processes are commu-
nicated to other people. Swedberg suggests four rules or steps for a success-
ful theorizing process.  
 The first rule is to observe and choose something interesting. In order 
to theorize a phenomenon, one needs to observe and see it for oneself, pref-
erably through field studies. The recommendations for data collection are 
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to observe and stay in the context of discovery to see for oneself and to de-
velop tacit knowledge of the phenomenon by collecting strong and nuanced 
descriptions from various sources. Anything that provides knowledge, in-
formation, associations, and ideas about what something is like is accepta-
ble at this stage. The general strategy is that empirical data should drive the 
theorizing process and encourage the researcher not to force research find-
ings into existing theories (Swedberg, 2012). Weber concluded that “theory 

must follow the facts, not vice versa” (Weber, 2001, p. 36), while Durkheim 
suggested that the researcher should process “from things to ideas”, not 

from “ideas to things” (Durkheim, 1895, p. 15).  
 The second rule in the theorizing process is to name and formulate the 

central concept. The key to this rule is abduction, defined as “observing a 

fact and then processing to say what idea it was that gave rise to that fact” 

(Swedberg, 2012). Abduction has both a logical and an innovative charac-
ter, and the quality lies in its “means of inferencing”. It is a sensible and 

scientific form of interference intended to help researchers to be able to 
make new discoveries in a logically and methodologically ordered way. 
(Reichertz, 2007).  
 The third rule is to build out the theory. This rule aims to give form to 
the central concepts by outlining the structure, pattern, and organization 
of the phenomenon. It is a reflexive and iterative process, driven by the the-
oretical concepts and the empirical study. The use of metaphors, analogies, 
and comparisons is recommended as a thinking tool, leading to new per-
spectives. (Swedberg, 2012) 
 The fourth rule in the theorizing process is to complete the tentative 

theory, including the explanation. This rule emphases providing an expla-
nation for the phenomenon, and constitutes the natural end point of the 
theorizing process. In contrast to a theory, theorizing is characterized by 
being “impermanent, imperfect, and incomplete”. (Swedberg, 2012, p. 35) 
 In addition to guiding the research process for the dissertation, the the-
orizing process was used explicitly in paper III as an inspiration for the 
methodological process.  

Practice theory (paper II) 
Practice theory is not one theory, but a range of theories, and is used to 
understand and explain social and organizational phenomena, constituting 
several theoretical approaches with different conceptual and historical sim-
ilarities (Schatzki, Knorr-Cetina and von Savigny, 2001; Gherardi, 2012; 
Nicolini, 2012).  
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 The theoretical approach used in this thesis is the one outlined by Nic-
olini, called a theory-method package (2012). The package has a toolkit ap-
proach, aiming to encourage the use of several practice theories and meth-
ods to enrich our understanding of everything social and organizational. 
Nicolini emphasizes the need for an internally coherent approach in which 
the ontological assumptions and methodological choices work together. 
The multifaceted package responds to the principle that “the aim of social 

science is to provide a richer and more nuanced understanding of the 
world, and not to offer simplified answers to complex questions” (Nicolini, 
2012, p. 215). Nicolini argues that in order to understand practices we need 
thick descriptions, enabling new and enlightening connections, thus 
providing opportunities to act in a more informed way. In other words, 
adding – not abstracting or deconstructing – is the crucial point (Stengers, 
1997).   
 The theory-method package follows three movements: zooming in on 
the accomplishments of practice, zooming out to discern the relationships 
in space and time, and producing textual material that enriches the under-
standing of the studied phenomenon. Nicolini emphasizes that the study of 
practices always starts in the middle of action, and thus recommends be-
ginning with zooming in. The toolkit suggests eight focus areas related to 
different practice-theoretical resources to zoom in on: sayings and doings; 
interactional order; timing and tempo; bodily choreography; tools, arte-
facts and mediation work; practical concerns; tension between creativity 
and normativity; and processes of legitimation and stabilization (Nicolini 
2012). Connected to each focus area are examples of sensitizing research 
questions, which together serve as examples of analytical foci and can be 
used in different combinations. Depending on the focus area, different 
methods are recommended in order to take the recommended internally 
coherent approach. A recommended strategy is different forms of ethno-
graphical methods (e.g., Czarniawska, 2007). 
 The zooming in and out are iterative processes, and are achieved by 
switching theoretical lenses. The process ends when it is possible to “pro-

vide a convincing and defensible account of both the practice and its effects 
on the dynamics of organizing, showing how that which is local contributes 
to the generation of broader effects” (Nicolini, 2012, p. 219).  
 The approach was used in paper II, where it contributed to illuminating 
the complex dynamics of integration projects.  

Shadow organizing (paper III) 
Shadow organizing is a metaphor that enables an exploration of organiz-
ing as intrarelating processes and a focus on what happens in the interstices 
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between intentional and unintentional organizing actions (Gherardi, 
Jensen and Nerland, 2017). The metaphor brings out the dynamic and lim-
inal aspects of organizations, outlining organizations in terms of activity 
and process rather than in terms of stable entities. The shadow is a symbol 
of what is obscured, and can only be seen by looking past the obvious and 
focusing on what is hidden (Buch, 2019).  
 Buch (2019) recommends the use of this metaphor as a methodological 
approach and a conceptual tool, enabling certain aspects and phenomena 
in organizations to be understood as they are played out in practice. The 
metaphor can be understood based on three concepts: productivity, limi-

nality, and secrecy. Productivity is illustrated “through the image of the 
forest and its sheltered spaces in penumbra”. Liminality is seen “through 

the image of a liminal, grey zone between canonical and non-canonical 
practices”. Secrecy captures “the organizational secrecy kept in-between 
the sayable and the unsayable”. (Gherardi, Jensen and Nerland 2017, p. 7) 
 The approach was used in paper III as an analytical tool focusing on 
negative organizational dynamics in the context of an interorganizational 
project.  

Social capital (paper III) 
Social capital has multiple definitions and interpretations across a variety 
of disciplines and research fields (Rostila 2010; Woolcock 2010). Bourdieu 
(1986) describes social capital as a resource based on membership of social 
networks and groups, and the benefits this can bring in terms of recogni-
tion and social benefits. Most commonly, however, it is interpreted as a 
positive characteristic of social groups. Rostila (2010) presents a model of 
social capital comprising both individual and collective dimensions, where 
social capital fundamentally consists of formal or informal social networks, 
social trust, and social resources, which are derived from the previous two 
aspects. Networks represent the structural dimension of social capital, 
while trust represents the cognitive dimension. Social resources, which are 
products of networks and trust, and hence the actual “capital”, may be col-

lective or individual, and can be expected to lead to different returns, either 
instrumental (such as economic, political, or social gains) or expressive 
(such as physical or mental health benefits, based on the emotional support 
social capital may bring). Szreter and Woolcock (2004) present another ty-
pology featuring three different forms of social capital: bonding (horizontal 
relationships of trust and reciprocity between individuals with similar so-
cial identities at the same hierarchical level), bridging (horizontal relation-
ships between people at the same hierarchical level from different back-
grounds), and linking (vertical relationships between people interacting 
across gradients within society).  
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 One tendency among research studies is that social capital is operation-
alized in exclusively positive terms, for example being positively related to 
health outcomes, leaving little room for exploring potentially negative ef-
fects (Szreter and Woolcock, 2004; Kouvonen et al., 2006). However, there 
is empirical evidence of negative effects of social capital across a variety of 
settings; not only in social contexts, which have obvious negative conse-
quences such as mafia families, prostitution rings, and youth gangs (Portes, 
1998), but also in organizations and management (Pillai et al. 2017). Pillai 
et al. (2017) reviewed research on negative effects of social capital in organ-
izations and management, focusing on the context of firms and how social 
capital relates to several organizational outcomes, such as innovation, or-
ganizational cultures, and the creation and transfer of knowledge. They 
identified six types of negative effects of social capital, which are all based 
on dysfunctional social identification processes: “(1) dilution of the dialec-

tical process; (2) inhibition of individual learning; (3) groupthink; (4) post-
ponement of structural adjustments; (5) non-rational escalation of com-
mitment; and (6) blurring of firms’ boundaries” (10, p. 98)(Pillai et al., 
2017, p. 98). 
 The theory of social capital with a focus on the negative effects was used 
in paper III as an analytical tool to describe dysfunctional group processes 
in an interorganizational integration project.  

Social representations (paper IV) 
The theory of social representations is a social psychological orientation 
based on the idea that our conceptions of the world around us are shaped 
through social interaction with other people, in the form of intragroup and 
intergroup relationships. These conceptions are called representations, 
and according to the theory they develop into a form of common-sense 
knowledge that holds groups together and gives them a social orientation 
(Chaib & Orfali 1995). Jodelet (1995, p. 32) defines social representations 
as constituting “a specially produced and shared form of knowledge that 

has a practical objective and influences the conception of reality that is con-
structed by a certain social group”. Social representations function as in-

terpretation systems that affect how we relate to our surroundings. They 
give us guidance on how to name and define different phenomena in our 
everyday reality, how to interpret them, how to make decisions about them, 
and how to defend our position. (Chaib & Orfali 1995) 
 The theory is useful for studies of social objects (Guimelli & Jacobi 
1995). Studies of social representations concern not only the product of our 
social conceptions, but also the process behind the formation of these con-
ceptions (Chaib & Orfali 1995). Jodelet (1995) describes social representa-
tions as complex multifaceted phenomena, pointing out that research on 
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social representations must be studied in parallel with emotional, cogni-
tive, and social aspects in the social contexts that surround them. The the-
ory emphasizes the context of representation and focuses on the dynamic 
social process of continual change, concluding that representations evolve 
in different social groups over time. (Jodelet 1995)  
 The theory of social representations can be applied through various ap-
proaches and orientations “from ethnography to experimentation, of data 

sources from pictures to attitude scales, and analytic procedures from qual-
itative interpretation to multi-dimensional scaling” (Bauer & Gaskell 1999, 
p. 163). Bauer and Gaskell (1999) suggest several combinable implications 
of social representations which form a paradigm for research into this sub-
ject, making it possible to capture the content, the structure, and the central 
core of the representation. Examples of implications include content and 
process, time structures and longitudinal data, and crossovers of cultural 
projects and trajectories.  
 The theory of social representations suggests that people develop and 
stabilize representations in concert with others, and that “it is through the 
contrast of divergent perspectives that we become aware of representa-
tions, particularly when the contrast challenges our presumed reality and 
is resisted” (Bauer & Gaskell 1999, p. 169). Danermark concludes that dif-
ferent social representations are considered to be a source of conflict in in-
tegration (Danermark et al. 2014), while Voelklein and Howarth (2005) 
emphasize that social representations are never neutral but are constantly 
permeated by power relations. Danermark and Germundsson (2010) pre-
sent a theoretical approach of power relations in the process of shaping and 
transforming social representations in interprofessional integration. This 
approach highlights the concept of unequal interpersonal power relations, 
which characterizes actors as being powerful (model strong) and non-pow-
erful (model weak), based on the degree of development and difference. 
The outcome of the interactions between the actors with different models 
can be stability (the social representation does not change) or a transfor-
mation of the representation where the process may or may not involve 
conflicts. (Danermark & Germundsson 2010) 
 The theory of social representations was applied in paper IV, together 
with a power relation perspective as an analytical tool, focusing on how dif-
ferent social representations among professional groups played out within 
an intraorganizational labor market inclusion project. 
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6. METHODOLOGICAL 
FRAMEWORK  

This chapter describes the methodological framework, presenting the three 
empirical studies in the thesis and the four papers, the various data sources, 
the data collection, and the analysis procedures that have been conducted. 
The chapter ends with ethical considerations.  
 In this thesis, the overall ambition is to explore labor market inclusion 
from the perspectives of authority actors and employers, and the method-
ological framework has been chosen in relation to this ambition, in line 
with recommendations for qualitative research (Patton, 2015). In order to 
be able to respond to the aim, three empirical studies have been conducted 
with various forms of qualitative methods and theoretical approaches. The 
methodological process has also been influenced by an interactive research 
approach. In the following sections, this research approach is described, 
followed by descriptions of the three studies regarding background infor-
mation, empirical sources, and data analysis. 

 

Table 1: A summary of the theoretical and empirical framework. 

 Study I Study II  Study III  

Study 
design 

Qualitative interview study  Qualitative longitudinal 
case study  

Qualitative longitudinal 
case study  

Data  
collection 

Semi-structured interviews Observation 
Informal interviews 
Semi-structured interviews 
Focus groups 
Shadowing 
Document studies  

Observation 
Informal interviews 
Semi-structured interviews 
Focus groups 
Document studies  
 

Time frame 2015-2016 2015-2017 2017-2018 

Empirical 
source  

Employers Authority actors in the 
project organization 

Authority actors in the 
project organization and 
employers 

Data  
analysis and 
theoretical 
approach  
 

Phenomenographic  
analysis following the  
approach by Sjöström and 
Dahlgren (2002). 

Paper II: Thematic analysis 
using Nicolini’s (2012) 
practice-theory toolkit as 
an analytical tool. 
Paper III: Thematic analysis 
using Hammond’s (2018) 
and Swedberg’s (2012) 
perspectives on theorizing 
and negative effects of 
social capital (Pillai et al. 
2007) as an analytical tool. 

Thematic analysis using 
Danermark and  
Germundsson’s (2010) 
theory of social  
representations and power  
approach as an analytical 
tool.  
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An interactive research approach 
The methodological process has been inspired by an interactive research 
approach (Svensson, Brulin and Sjöberg, 2009). The approach involves an 
interaction between the research system and the practice system driven by 
problems and issues originating in research or practice, enabling joint 
learning (Ellström, 2008). By creating a collaborative inquiry where re-
searchers and practitioners together investigate problematic situations in 
the practice, both parties seek explanations and understanding with the 
aim of creating new knowledge that is both practically useful and theoreti-
cally interesting (Johannisson, Gunnarsson and Stjernberg, 2008). The in-
teractive research approach provides the researcher with access to the prac-
tice, which enables understanding from the participants’ perspective, and 
which contributes to theory development. The approach presupposes close 
collaboration between the researcher and the practitioners throughout the 
entire research process in order to focus the research on issues of the great-
est practical and scientific relevance. (Svensson et al., 2007) By creating 
conditions for reflection and learning, the research system can provide con-
tinuous feedback to the practice system about the studied phenomenon 
(Brulin and Svensson, 2011). 
 The interactive research process constituted a starting point for both 
study II and study III, with various influence and results. In study II, the 
researchers had a more pronounced role throughout the process, from the 
starting up to the closing down of the studied project, where the research-
ers continuously wrote reports and held seminars concerning the project 
development. In study III, the interactive research design consisted of an 
evaluation with limited interaction with the project management, resulting 
in a report at the end of the project.  

Study I 

Description of the study  

This study was based on qualitative interviews, aiming to map employers’ 

perceptions of unemployed individuals from vulnerable groups, employa-
bility, and labor market inclusion. The goal of the study was to increase 
knowledge about employers’ perspectives in order to find out what makes 
them willing to include these individuals at their workplaces. The study was 
carried out as project between 2015-2017, with the PES as project owner 
and the Coordination Association of Central Östergötland providing finan-
cial backing.  
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Data collection  

The sample consisted of 27 employer representatives working as chief ex-
ecutive officers, managers, or human resource consultants. The informants 
were eighteen women and nine men. Strategic sampling was used, in line 
with a phenomenographic approach, to maximize variation in the choice of 
interviewees and to capture possible ways in which the phenomenon is un-
derstood across different professional areas, in the private and public sec-
tors and in companies of different sizes. The employers were selected based 
on their varied experience of working with labor market inclusion strate-
gies and people with disabilities.  
 Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, a recom-
mended data method in phenomenography (Marton, 1981). The interviews 
followed a semi-structured interview guide with questions concerning the 
employers’ experiences and their views of the employability of unemployed 
individuals from vulnerable groups (e.g., individuals with disabilities and 
reduced work capacity, individuals born outside Europe, individuals with 
short education, and jobseekers aged 55 or older). The employers were 
asked to describe the characteristics of their workplace and work tasks, 
their need for labor, their recruitment routines, their views on corporate 
social responsibility, work ability, and facilitating factors influencing their 
desire and ability to initiate or increase cooperation with authority actors 
concerning labor market inclusion. Prompting questions were used in or-
der to exhaust the phenomenon and capture the diversity of different per-
ceptions. The interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.  

Phenomenography  

Phenomenography is a research method for mapping the qualitatively dif-
ferent ways in which people experience, conceptualize, perceive, and un-
derstand various phenomena in the world around them and how these 
ways of understanding are related to one another (Marton, 1981; Stenfors-
Hayes, Hult and Abrandt Dahlgren, 2013). Phenomenography fits within 
the interpretivist paradigm, which acknowledges that there are multiple 
and diverse interpretations of reality. It is a research approach with episte-
mological and ontological assumptions that emphasize change and com-
plexity (Stenfors-Hayes, Hult and Abrandt Dahlgren, 2013). Phenomenog-
raphy builds on a non-dualistic ontology, which means that ways of expe-
riencing a phenomenon represent a relationship between the phenomenon 
and that which is being experienced (Marton, 1988).  
 Interviewing is the primary data collection method within phenome-
nography, and the sampling is commonly maximized to capture the range 
of possible ways the phenomenon is understood. The phenomenographic 
interview is characterized by open-ended questions and probing follow-up 
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questions aiming to exhaust the range of possible ways the phenomenon is 
understood (Marton, 1988). The role of the researcher is to hold back his 
or her own prejudices and theories, and fully focus on how the phenome-
non is understood by the interviewees. In the phenomenographic analysis, 
which often follows a specific procedure e.g., that described by Stenfors-
Hayes, Hult and Abrandt Dahlgren (2013), the categories are constructed 
by the researcher in relation to the data. The main result of a phenomeno-
graphic analysis is the outcome space, comprising a set of descriptive cate-
gories that display the variation in how the conceptions are structured 
through their internal relationships. The identifying relationships among 
the categories is the unique aspect of the phenomenographic analysis. 
(Stenfors-Hayes, Hult and Abrandt Dahlgren, 2013) 
 Phenomenography provides a way to investigate people’s different per-

ceptions of a phenomenon, and can facilitate improved understanding. It 
can help “to bring to the surface and define our different perspectives so 

that these can be compared, contrasted and scrutinized” (Stenfors-Hayes, 
Hult and Abrandt Dahlgren, 2013, p. 267). The approach was used in paper 
I, with the aim of capturing employers’ perspectives on labor market inclu-
sion, and was delimited to mapping the qualitative different ways in which 
employers understand the phenomenon of the employability of people with 
disabilities.  

Data analysis 

The interviews were analyzed with a phenomenographic approach, in-
spired by the seven-step procedure proposed by Sjöström and Dahlgren 
(2002). The first step is familiarizing, which meant that the interview tran-
scripts was read through in their entirety to obtain an overall impression. 
In the second step, condensation, significant passages in the material were 
identified, and were marked out and summarized into a text document. In 
the third step, comparing, the significant passages were re-read and com-
pared in a search for similarities and variations, and different aspects of the 
phenomenon were identified. The fourth step, grouping, involved search-
ing for patterns, and data excerpts with similarities were grouped together. 
This step meant going back to the material and re-grouping until saturation 
was reached. The result of this analysis was three exclusive but internally 
related descriptive categories, forming the outcome space. In the fifth step, 
articulating, the focus was on capturing the essential meaning of the three 
categories, and in the next step, labeling, the categories were labeled: em-

ployability as constrained by disability, employability as independent of 

disability, and employability as conditional. Steps 3-6 followed an itera-
tive procedure to ensure that the similarities and differences between the 
categories were distinguished and explicit. In the last step, contrasting, an 
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analysis of the outcome space was carried out by investigating internal re-
lationships across the categories. This analysis resulted in identifying three 
cross-cutting themes across the descriptive categories, namely trust, con-

tribution and authority support.  

Study II 

Description of the study 

The second study was an evaluation of an interorganizational integration 
project, aiming to develop cooperation services for unemployed young peo-
ple with a need for coordinated labor market inclusion support to achieve 
self-sufficiency. The participating actors in the project were the municipal 
labor market unit, social services, the PES, the Swedish Social Insurance 
Agency, and the region. The project was financed by the local coordination 
association, and the municipal labor market was project owner. The project 
was organized with co-location and a multi-professional team of one or two 
representatives from involved actors. The management was organized with 
a steering group of managers from involved organizations and the project 
leader. More than 20 goals were set at different levels. At the organizational 
level, the project aimed to achieve faster and easier handling of cases as 
well as promoting knowledge exchange between involved actors. At the in-
dividual level, the project aimed to improve participants’ life situations 
through shortened processes and measures tailored to the needs and re-
sources of the individuals. It also aimed for 50 per cent of participants to 
reach self-sufficiency through work or studies. The project was initiated in 
2015 and ended prematurely in 2017. It was evaluated by learning evalua-
tion with an interactive approach, which meant a dialogue with the man-
agement through feedback on observed changes during the project’s devel-
opment via written reports (Svensson, Brulin and Sjöberg, 2009).  

Data collection  

The empirical sources consisted of project staff members, steering group 
members, staff members in the home organizations, and project partici-
pants (see Table 2).  
 Data were collected though ethnographical field work (Czarniawska, 
2007, 2008; Aspers, 2011), and consisted of multiple methods including 
various forms of observations over time, interviews, and document studies. 
This methodology seeks to ensure in-depth comprehension, and is ideally 
used to scrutinize a specific social phenomenon through small samples 
with narrative descriptions (Higginbottom, Pillay, & Boadu 2013). Ethno-
graphic fieldwork allows the researcher to get close to the studied practice, 
and is sensitive to its material and embodied nature. While ethnographers 



The Social Dynamic of Labor Market Inclusion 

  70 

originally studied entire communities or cultures, there is now wide agree-
ment that the methodology is also suitable for exploring sub-cultures or 
groups within complex pluralistic contexts (Hammersley, 2018), such as 
interorganizational integration projects. The project was closely followed 
throughout the whole process, from initiation to closing down, from au-
tumn 2015 to spring 2017. The different methods and how they were used 
in the project are described briefly below. 

Observations 

Observation is used to understand what is happening and what is being 
said, enabling the study of what people actually do, not what they say they 
do (Czarniawska, 2007; Aspers, 2011). It is also useful for capturing situa-
tions that are difficult to put into words, such as tacitly embodied and im-
plicit knowledge. In sum, observations give rise to thick descriptions of the 
studied phenomenon (Aspers, 2011). The method was used in observations 
of weekly meetings and steering group meetings, as well as in more infor-
mal meetings in everyday practice such as coffee breaks. In total, more than 
70 observation occasions were documented using field notes.  

Shadowing 

Shadowing is a form of participative observation, allowing the researcher 
to follow a studied object in practice (Czarniawska, 2007). In this study, 
one project staff member was shadowed in relation to four participants. 
The method provided access to participation in different meetings with the 
participants and other cooperative actors, and to dialogue with the project 
staff member concerning his thoughts and actions in relation to these par-
ticipants. The material from the shadowing was documented in field notes. 
The four participants were also part of a group that was interviewed during 
the closing down phase.  

Interviews 

Interviews can be used to supplement observations of what has been ob-
served or said. The degree of structure can vary, as can the length and situ-
ation  (Aspers, 2011; Kvale and Brinkmann, 2014). In this study, three dif-
ferent forms of interview were conducted: qualitative research interviews, 
informal interviews, and focus group interviews. Qualitative research in-
terviews aim to understand the world from the interviewee’s point of view. 
The method allows variety of perceptions of a topic to be captured, and pro-
vides a multifaceted image of a phenomenon. (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2014) 
In total, 34 research interviews were performed with project staff members, 
project organization actors, and participants (youths) in the project during 
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the closing down phase. The interviews followed the seven principles pro-
posed by Kvale and Brinkmann (2014), and followed a semi-structured in-
terview guide with different themes and questions for each group (see Ta-
ble 2). All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.  
 The informal interviews were characterized by low structure and were 
performed outside the official meetings in everyday practice. They involved 
everything from comments in the queue for the coffee machine to longer 
informal dialogues. They often provided valuable information, contrib-
uting to an increased understanding of the various project actors’ perspec-

tives. In total, more than 50 informal interviews were conducted with pro-
ject staff and management representatives, and data from these interviews 
were documented in field notes in a Word document.  

Focus group interviews 

This method enables data collection through observing group interaction 
on a topic determined by the researcher. The method is used to study peo-
ple’s perceptions, knowledge, attitudes, and values in connection with a 
phenomenon, and can be used on its own or as a complement to other data 
collection methods (Wibeck, 2010). In this study, nine focus groups with 
42 informants were held with project staff members and staff members in 
the home organizations, with different topics and at different stages of the 
project (see Table 2). The procedure followed the principles recommended 
by Wibeck (2010), and all interviews were recorded and transcribed verba-
tim. 

Document studies 

Document studies consist of records, documents, artifacts, and archives, 
and constitute a particularly rich source of information in many organiza-
tions (Patton, 2015). The method enables an “oft-intriguing form of analy-
sis” (Patton, 2015, p. 376), comparing official statements found in public 
documents with documentation from the field work. In this study, the doc-
ument studies consisted of approximately 40 written documents from var-
ious sources and of different characters (see Table 2).  
 A compilation of the data collection for study II concerning strategy 
and source, focus, and time aspect and numbers is presented in Table 2. 
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Table 2: Characteristics for the data sources and data collection in study II. 

Data collection and source Focus Time aspect and numbers 

Weekly observations of project 
staff meetings and monthly  
observations of steering group 
meetings. 

Documenting meetings and  
developments in the project, 
who is doing and saying what, 
which questions are raised, 
group processes, etc. 

In total, more than 70  
occasions during all phases. 

 

Shadowing of project staff 
member in relation to  
participants and their process 
through the project. 

What the work looked like in 
practice, tensions between 
what is being said and what is 
being done. 

One project staff member and 
four participants (autumn 
2016). 

Semi-structured interviews with 
actors in the project  
organization (project team 
members and steering group 
members). 

The project actors’ perceptions 
of the project and reasons for 
closing down. 

17 interviews with nine project 
team members and eight  
steering group members  
(April-June 2017). 

Semi-structured interviews with 
participants (youths). 

The youths’ perceptions of the 
project and the support they 
had received. 

17 interviews (April-June 2017). 

Informal interviews with actors 
in the project organization. 

Everything related to the  
project, from smaller to bigger 
issues. 

In total, more than 50  
occasions during all phases. 

Focus group interviews with 
project staff members on two 
occasions. 

No. 1: Expectations of the  
project and perceptions of the 
project’s aim and goal and their 
own role. 
No. 2: Describing their 
 perception of the program 
theory of the project. 

Four focus groups. 
No. 1: Two focus groups with 
nine informants (Jan. 2016). 
No. 2: Two focus groups with 
11 informants (Jan. 2017). 

Focus group interviews with 
staff members external to the 
project. 

Expectations and perceptions 
of the project and how integra-
tion and communication be-
tween the actors work. 

Five focus groups with 22  
informants  
(September-October 2016). 

Document studies of various 
written documents, such as 
project plan, project  
application, email 
 conversations, etc. 

Communication and language 
in different documents,  
tensions between what is  
written and what is said and 
done, how tensions are played 
out, etc. 

More than 40 documents. 
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Data analysis 

The extensive data material from study II enabled two separate data anal-
yses to be carried out with different theoretical approaches, one using prac-
tice theory and the other using social capital theory and theorizing, result-
ing in two scientific papers.  

Paper II 

In the first analysis of the data material, the focus was on practice theory, 
contextualized in relation to previous research on integration. The meth-
odological process followed the iterative zooming in and zooming out 
movements in the Nicolini practice-theory toolkit (Nicolini, 2012) (de-
scribed under Theoretical framework). The analysis began with a review of 
all the collected data (field notes, written reflections, documents, and tran-
scriptions from interviews and focus groups). The next step consisted of 
mapping data in relation to Nicolini’s eight focus areas, using the research 

questions as a guiding tool for which data to search for. In the next step, 
data were condensed into codes. Three focus areas stood out, all of which 
concerned the number of matching examples in the material and their ex-
planatory value for highlighting relational dynamics in the project, namely: 
tensions between creativity and normativity, processes of legitimation 

and stabilization, and interactional order. These focus areas, together with 
the sensitizing questions, helped to focus the analysis. Examples of ques-
tions included: How are breakdowns addressed? Where are the main ten-

sions? Do the practitioners use the practice to identify themselves as a 

community? What sort of interactional order is performed by this specific 

practice? The last step of the analysis consisted of zooming out in relation 
to previous integration research.  

Paper III 

In the second analysis of the same material, the focus was on social capital 
and shadow organizing in relation to the dysfunctional group processes 
identified in the analysis for paper II. The methodological process was in-
spired by Hammond’s (2018) and Swedberg’s (2012) perspectives on theo-
rizing (described under Theoretical framework). In this process, the analy-
sis began with the second rule, name and formulate the central concept, 
where existing concepts from Pillai et al. (2017) describing negative effects 
of social capital were used, namely: dilution of the dialectical process, in-

hibition of individual learning, groupthink, postponement of structural 

adjustments, non-rational escalation of commitment, and blurring of 

firms’ boundaries. These concepts were used to obtain an entry point for 
analyzing the material, and the data (field notes, written reflections, docu-
ments, and transcriptions from interviews and focus groups) were mapped 
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in relation to these concepts. In the next phase, the material was rearranged 
in relation to and cross-tabulated with the concepts of bonding, bridging, 
and linking social capital (Szreter & Woolcock 2004), contributing to a fur-
ther analytical step. The third rule, build out the theory, was followed by 
analyzing how the negative effects of social capital unfolded through three 
distinct social dynamics, namely insulation, homogenization, and escalat-

ing commitment. An additional aspect, and a strategy recommended by 
Swedberg (2012) which contributed to the analysis and building out of the 
theory, was the use of Gherardi et al.’s (2017) metaphor of shadow organ-

izing. This methodological approach makes it possible to explore organiz-
ing as intrarelating processes and to focus on what happens in the inter-
stices between intentional and unintentional organizing actions. The ap-
proach guided the discussion through three central concepts: liminality, 
secrecy and productivity. (Gherardi et al. 2017) 

Study III 

Description of the study  

The third project was an interorganizational project within municipal labor 
market services, involving a municipality’s labor market unit and a munic-

ipality’s human resources (HR) department. The other actors involved 
were municipal employers, an actor within vocational training, and the 
PES. The organization of the project was based on steering documents stat-
ing three different aims of the project: to stimulate increased labor market 
inclusion of unemployed individuals on welfare benefits, to contribute to 
the municipality’s future skills supply, and to develop a structure for the 
management of workplace-oriented interventions. The management was 
organized as a joint organization with a steering group consisting of repre-
sentatives from the involved actors, and the ownership was shared between 
the two municipal units. The project team consisted of a project leader and 
three HR consultants employed within the HR unit, and seven labor market 
consultants employed within the labor market unit.  
 The initiative started as a project in 2017, and transitioned into regular 
operations in 2018. During this period, the project was evaluated with a 
focus on different views of the project among the actors involved and how 
this affected the organizing of the project.  

Data collection  

The empirical source in study III consisted of project staff members, steer-
ing representatives, and municipal employers (see Table 3).  
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 Similar to study II, data were collected through ethnographic field work 
(Czarniawska, 2007; Aspers, 2011), but in a less comprehensive way, con-
cerning sample, methods, number of occasions, and the time aspect. The 
methods consisted of observations, interviews, focus groups, and docu-
ment studies, and were inspired by the same references as described for 
study II under Data collection. The data collection resulted in 20 observa-
tions of project staff meetings, five focus groups with staff members, six 
interviews with management representatives, and nine interviews with 
municipal employers. The focus of the data collection varied in relation to 
the different methods and the data sources and time period (see Table 3). 
Data from observations were documented in field notes, and all interviews 
were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.  
 A compilation of the data collection in study III concerning strategy, 
source, focus, and time aspect and numbers is presented in Table 3. 
  

 
Table 3: Characteristics of the data sources and data collection in study III. 

Data collection and source Focus Time period and number 

Observations of project staff 
meetings.  

What are the social  
representations of the project 
and how do they play out? 
Who is doing and saying what? 
What tensions arise?  

More than 20 occasions in total 

Focus groups with HR  
consultants and labor market 
consultant. 

No 1: Perceptions of the  
structures of the project  
concerning aim, goal, target 
group, and working methods. 
No 2: Experiences of the  
project related to aim, target 
group, and working methods, 
as well as integration issues. 

Five focus groups 
No. 1: three occasions with ten 
informants (Nov. 2017). 
No. 2: two occasions with ten 
informants (Oct. 2018). 

Semi-structured interviews with 
steering representatives  
(project leader, project  
manager, HR unit manager, 
and labor market unit  
manager). 

Perceptions and experiences of 
the project related to aim,  
target group, and working 
methods, as well as integration 
issues. 

Six interviews: two occasions in 
Nov. 2017 and four occasions 
in Nov. 2018. 

Semi-structured interviews with 
municipal employers. 

Perceptions of the target 
group, the project, the  
structure of the cooperation, 
and the content of the 
employer-oriented support. 

Nine interviews  
(spring and autumn 2018). 

Document studies of various 
written documents, e.g. the 
project plan, political  
governance documents, 
PowerPoint presentations, and 
email conversations. 

What does the written  
communication concerning the 
project look like? Are there  
different social representations 
and how is this  
communicated?  

More than 20 documents.  
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Data analysis 

The focus of the analysis was on the theory of social representations, with 
a power perspective. Data analysis was inspired by Braun and Clarke’s 
(2006) thematic analysis, which is a theoretically flexible method for ana-
lyzing qualitative data, focusing on examining themes or patterns of mean-
ing within the data. Analysis was performed in relation to three of Bauer 
and Gaskell’s (1999) implications concerning research on social represen-
tation, namely: content and process, time structures and longitudinal 

data, and crossovers of cultural projects and trajectories. The content and 

process approach of the analysis involved a focus on capturing the content 
and changes of the representations and identifying the central core ele-
ments of the different representations of the project as views on the aim, 
target group, and working methods of the project. Through the time struc-

tures and longitudinal data approach, the data analysis focused on the 
changing structures and functions of the representations by analyzing re-
peated interviews and focus groups, observational data, and documentary 
analysis over several time points. The crossovers of cultural projects and 

trajectories approach focused on societal fault lines and illuminated ten-
sions due to the conflicting representations and the power relations be-
tween the involved actors.  
 As a complement to these implications, the material was analyzed in 
relation to Danermark and Germundsson’s (2010) power approach, iden-
tifying three different power relations: model weak vs model weak, model 

weak vs model strong, and model strong vs model strong.  

Ethical considerations 
The studies fulfilled the basic ethical principles for research in social sci-
ences by informing participants about the purpose of the study, receiving 
informed consent, not causing harm to participants, and maintaining con-
fidentiality (Patton, 2015).  
 Study I followed the Swedish Research Council’s Good Research Prac-
tice (2017). However, the character of the study, whereby the interviews 
were voluntary and independent of the employers’ relationship to the wel-
fare system, and no sensitive personal data were collected, meant that no 
specific ethical permission was considered necessary. The employers were 
contacted by email with a request to participate in the study and infor-
mation about the intentions of the study. One reminder was sent to those 
who did not respond.  
 For the two ethnographic case studies (II and III), permission was 
given by the Regional Research and Ethics Committee in Linköping. In 
these studies, the participating professional actors (project staff members, 
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steering representatives, staff from the home organizations, and municipal 
employers) were informed about the research design and the intentions of 
the studies, and about their voluntary participation in interviews, focus 
groups, and observations occasions. The employers were contacted with re-
quests by email, and one reminder was sent. The youths involved in the 
interviews in study II were contacted by email and text message, and were 
only asked once to participate in order to avoid pressure. The youths in-
volved in the shadowing of a staff member were invited to participate by 
the same staff member. The youths’ requests regarding the format of the 
interviews were met. For example, two youths preferred to be interviewed 
by telephone and one chose to have a friend present during the interview.  
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7. FINDINGS 

The three empirical studies in this thesis have investigated labor market 
inclusion from different actors’ perspectives, and with various theoretical 
and methodological approaches. The studies have resulted in four scientific 
papers. The chapter begins with a summary of the appended papers, fol-
lowed by a presentation of each paper concerning the aim, the main results, 
and how the paper contributes to the aim and research questions of the 
thesis.  
 
Table 4: Summary of the appended papers and their different characteristics. 

 

Paper I: Employers’ views on disability,  
employability, and labor market inclusion:  
a phenomenographic study 

Aim and research focus 

Previous research on employers’ views on employability of people with dis-

abilities shows a tendency to dichotomize and oversimplify employers’ 

views as being either positive or negative. The aim of this study was to im-
prove the understanding of these variations by mapping employers’ differ-

ent perceptions of disability and employability and the aspects that build 
up their views. The research focus was on variations through a phenome-
nographic approach, i.e., capturing the variation of views among employers 

 Paper I Paper II Paper III Paper IV 
Study I II II III 

Empirical 
method 

Interview study 
 

Longitudinal case 
study  

Longitudinal case 
study  

Longitudinal case 
study  

Perspec-
tive 

Employer Authority actors Authority actors Authority actors 
and employers 

Integration 
focus 

Intersectoral  
integration  

Interorganizational 
integration  

Interorganizational 
integration 

Mainly  
intraorganizational 
(and intersectoral) 
integration  

Theoretical 
approach 

Phenomenography Practice theory  Social capital and 
shadow organizing 

Social  
representations 

Research 
questions  

I II and III III 
 

I, II and III 
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from different contexts and with varied experiences of working with people 
with disabilities.  

Main findings 

The results suggest that employers’ views on the employability of people 

with disabilities can be described as multifaceted, rather than just being 
categorized as positive or negative. Through a phenomenographic analysis, 
three categories portraying different views were identified: employability 

as constrained by disability, employability as independent of disability, 
and employability as conditional. The categories are understood through 
several individual-, workplace-, and authority-related aspects, which pro-
mote or obstruct and build up the different views in various ways.  

  

Employability 

as: 

Constrained Independent Conditional 

Individual-related 

aspects 

I have to be sure that if it 

is decided that you will 

begin at seven this week, 

you won’t come in at nine 

and say that you couldn’t 

get up. That wouldn’t 

work. It would be hard for 

the rest of us who are 

working. 

When we recruit, we use 

a skill-based method, and 

it is the person who has 

the best competence for 

the job who gets it. If it 

happens to be a person 

with a disability, we get 

the support that the per-

son needs. 

We have employees tak-

ing care of mentally ill 

people. We cannot hire 

someone who is mentally 

ill.  

Workplace- 

related aspects 

When we recruit, we 

want someone who 

works 100% from day 

one. A trainee is someone 

who comes in as an addi-

tion to that – but who I 

don’t want as an ordinary 

laborer. As long as I can 

choose the most capable 

worker, I will.  

This is not an obstacle for 

us, because we know that 

it’s worth it.  

A limitation does not 

have to be an obstacle to 

their work. You can’t look 

at an individual’s diagno-

sis. You have to look at 

what they can do.  

Authority-related 

aspects 

The wage subsidy can 

suddenly disappear, you 

never know… You can be 

left standing there with 

an employee with a disa-

bility who doesn’t work 

well and they (the PES) 

don’t want to pay any-

more. 

The size of the financial 

support doesn’t matter. I 

need my employees to be 

present.  

It seems like they work in 

periods, because some-

times I get requests for 

30 interns in a week and 

then it’s quiet for 

months.  

Table 5. Overview of the categories of views among the employers and selected 
quotations. 
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Three common themes were identified through a contrastive analysis, af-
fecting these views in different ways, and representing dimensions that cut 
across all categories, namely: trust, contribution, and support. The results 
present a framework for understanding employers’ different views of em-

ployability for people with disabilities, as a complex internal relationship 
between conceived individual-, workplace-, and authority-related aspects 
in relation to trust, contribution, and support. Knowledge of the variation 
in conceptions of employability for people with disabilities may make it 
easier for authority actors involved in labor market inclusion to tailor em-
ployer-oriented support and integration. This can foster long-term trustful 
partnerships between the actors. It may also enhance the employers’ per-

ception of people with disabilities as being able to contribute and thereby 
increase their labor market inclusion.  

 

Figure 6: The outcome space describing the interplay between different individ-
ual-, workplace-, and authority-related aspects, the themes from the contrasting 
analysis, and the employer’s views on employability.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Strindlund et al. 2018. 
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Contribution to the thesis  

The paper addresses the first research question concerning the employers’ 

views on labor market inclusion and integration with authority actors, and 
how their perspective can be understood. The paper concludes that em-
ployers’ views on employability for people with disabilities vary, and sug-
gests that in understanding these variations, the interrelated functions of 
different individual-, workplace-, and authority-related aspects need to be 
accounted for. Even though the model in the paper is developed in relation 
to people with disabilities, it is assumed to be transferable to other vulner-
able groups and contributes a framework for understanding labor market 
inclusion. This is due to the focus on the interrelated aspects and their dif-
ferent facilitating and aggravating functions, affecting the employers’ views 

in different ways. Regardless of whether an individual has a disability or 
other challenges that complicate labor market inclusion, such aspects 
needs to be accounted for in relation to both the workplace and the author-
ities.  
 This emphasis on interrelationships and the contextual importance im-
plies that labor market inclusion is a highly complex integrative phenome-
non. In order to increase labor market inclusion, the authority actors need 
to take into account the employers’ perspective to a greater extent than is 
currently the case. Rather than organizing labor market inclusion as inte-
gration activities between the individual and the authority actors, the 
measures need to be organized to include integration between the individ-
uals, the authority actors, and the employers, stressing the importance of 
involving all three actors’ perspectives.  
 The results led to a desire to investigate how the authority actors orga-
nized integration with the employers concerning labor market inclusion 
measures, and how the employers’ needs were taken into account. This 

guided the research process toward studies II and III.  

Paper II: Zooming in on labor market cooperation:  
A study of a failed project to support unemployed 
young people 

Aim and research focus  

This study addresses the lack of research on organizing and the actual prac-
tice within integrative services. The aim was to study the relational dynam-
ics of interorganizational cooperation over the life of a labor market inclu-
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sion project. More specifically, the research focus was on how these rela-
tional dynamics emerged and were enacted during the initiation, develop-
ment, and closing down of a cooperative project.  

Main findings  

Using a practice-theory approach, the study illuminated the complex dy-
namics of cooperative projects. The results visualized the consequences of 
a lack of consensus by identifying two different rationalities within the pro-
ject organization: a coordinating rationality and an empowerment ration-

ality. These represented two divergent logics that contrasted in most re-
spects and divided the project organization into two groups, each following 
and acting in accordance with its own logic.  
 Briefly, the coordinating rationality, represented by the steering group 
and the financial backer, was characterized by the idea that the project 
would develop a coordination model. The perception was that the project 
would have a coordination function, supporting both unemployed individ-
uals and staff with clients in need of support outside their own organiza-
tion. The goal was to guide long-term unemployed individuals receiving fi-
nancial welfare benefits through the system in order to achieve self-effi-
ciency through work or studies (50%), or to the right support (50%). Ac-
cording to this rationality, the project was expected to include hundreds of 
individuals during the project time. The other actors (the project owner, 
project leader, and project teams) adhered to the empowerment rational-

ity, which was characterized by the idea that the project would develop an 
empowerment aspect whereby unemployed individuals who had been cir-
culating in the welfare system could be strengthened and empowered. By 
contrast, this rationality implied long treatment periods with fewer partic-
ipants, and the staff were expected to work with personal treatment rather 
than coordination.  
 The results showed how these divergent rationalities had a major influ-
ence on the initiation, development, and closing down of the project. This 
was illustrated through three descriptive situations from three different 
phases in relation to Nicolini’s (2012) focus areas. From the initiation 
phase, the “education day” situation – describing an education event in em-
powerment methodology – highlighted how the rationalities caused ten-

sions between creativity and normativity concerning the choice of work-
ing method. From the development phase, the “brochure” situation – re-
ferring to a project team meeting where the content and design of infor-
mation material was discussed – showed how the rationalities affected pro-

cesses of legitimation and stabilization. The “revelation day” situation 

from the closing down phase – describing a planning day where the two 
rationalities caused tensions – illustrated the rationalities’ importance for 

interactional order.  
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 In order to understand the dynamics behind the initiation, develop-
ment, and closing down of the project, the article point out four conditions, 
identified in previous literature, namely communication, structure, trust 

and steering. It is concluded that these relational conditions are central 
when organizing cooperative projects, and the paper presents four recom-
mendations: (a) to enable open and clear communication, (b) to create an 
adequate structure for the project and clarify assignments and roles within 
the project organization, (c) to build trustful relationships within the pro-
ject organization and toward cooperative actors, and (d) to prioritize steer-
ing and monitoring in cooperative projects in order to avoid the project de-
viating from its purpose.  

Contributions to the thesis 

The paper contributed knowledge for answering research questions II and 
III, concerning the authority actors’ views of labor market inclusion and 

integration, how this affected the organizing of labor market initiatives, and 
how this could be understood. As the results showed, the rationalities rep-
resented different views on the aim of the project, and the methodology 
also highlighted two different standpoints concerning labor market inclu-
sion and integration. 
 The coordinating rationality was based on the idea of labor market in-
clusion as an integration or coordination strategy. The representatives per-
ceived that there were unemployed individuals circulating in the welfare 
system who were actually ready to work. In order to increase labor market 
inclusion for these individuals, the idea was to organize the project by of-
fering navigation support within the welfare system, both directly to the 
individuals but also to staff in remitting organizations searching for solu-
tions for their clients, thereby encouraging the individuals to achieve self-
sufficiency through work or studies with the right support, or to receive ad-
equate societal services from existing resources. However, this rationality 
was overshadowed by the empowerment rationality which came to domi-
nate the project.  
 For the representatives of the empowerment rationality, labor market 
inclusion was not an issue on the agenda. They perceived the unemployed 
individuals to be far from ready to work, instead needing empowerment 
before they would be ready for working life. Accordingly, the focus was on 
organizing personal development activities within the project. The view 
also influenced integration and how this was organized. The representa-
tives directed their focus toward themselves and the integration within the 
group, and toward the participants, rather than toward cooperative organ-
izations or employers.  
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 Unlike research that raises challenges with cooperation between au-
thority actors, our results show that problems with integration were not 
related to which authorities the staff represented. Rather than following 
their respective organizations’ goals and cultures, the people in the project 

organization adhered to the two rationalities. The results highlighted how 
the organizing of the integration involved tensions between the different 
perspectives, resulting in dysfunctional legitimation processes and power 
struggles. This meant that instead of focusing on labor market inclusion 
and encouraging integration with cooperative actors and employers, the 
project’s focus was on internal issues. The central concepts of communica-
tion, structure, trust, and steering that were pointed out in the results help 
to answer the research questions concerning how the views can be under-
stood, how this affected the development, and thus the organizing of the 
measure and integration. However, to gain a greater understanding of the 
group dynamics in the project, especially the dysfunctional internal group 
processes, further analysis with other theoretical and methodological ap-
proaches was needed. This insight resulted in a second analysis of the same 
material using a different theoretical lens, where a social capital and 
shadow organizing perspective was applied. This analysis is presented in 
paper III.  

Paper III: When cooperation turns ugly:  
Exploring the dark side of social capital 

Aim and research focus 

This paper is the result of a further analysis of the data material from 
study II, focusing on dysfunctional group processes. The aim was to con-
tribute to the understanding of negative consequences of social capital in 
interorganizational cooperation between public organizations by explor-
ing theoretical assumptions in the empirical case of a failed cooperation 
project, and how these consequences were related to processes involving 
people, structures, and environments. The conceptualization of the analy-
sis was inspired and framed by the idea of shadow organizing (Gherardi, 
Jensen and Nerland 2017; Buch 2019). 

Main findings 

The dominance of the empowerment rationality in the project, as identified 
in paper II, involved a closed group process with a distancing from cooper-
ating organizations and project organization actors. Through the theory of 
negative effects of social capital (Pillai et al. 2017) and by studying the so-
cial processes within the project, three relational social dynamics were 
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identified in relation to three distinct phases, namely insulation, homoge-

nization and escalating commitment. The three social dynamics were fur-
ther studied in light of the “shadow organizing” metaphor (Gherardi, 
Jensen and Nerland, 2017) through the aspects of secrecy, liminality and 
performativity, contributing to new understandings and perspectives of 
the negative consequences of social capital. An illustration of the dynamics 
is presented in Figure 7.  
 Firstly, the social dynamic of insulation visualized the negative effects 
of group isolation by showing how the project team distanced themselves 
from their organizational environment, focusing on internal cohesion and 
the team’s identification process. This insulation also hampered communi-
cation from the project team to the cooperative organizations and pre-
vented external information and influences from reaching the project. The 
dynamic can be understood as a process of secrecy. The project team’s in-
ward focus and distancing from cooperative actors was described as the 
“creation of a bubble”, and the limiting of transparency in the project re-
lates to the use of the organizational shadow as a secluded environment 
enabling processes to develop unnoticed and without being questioned. A 
relatively absent steering group and strong team members provided oppor-
tunities for the team to act without insight, which made it possible for the 
project to develop for a relatively long time before anyone noticed any de-
viation from the original idea.  
 Secondly, the social dynamic of homogenization focused on the nega-
tive effects of group identification processes by showing how the project 
team members lost their affiliation identities and assimilated into a new 
common project identity. This homogenization resulted in a culture striv-
ing for conformity and common views, leading to closed-mindedness and 
the inhibition of critical thinking. This dynamic can be understood through 
the concept of liminality, which describes the grey zone between canonical 
and non-canonical practices, capturing the discrepancy between what is 
prescribed and what is actually practiced. This is enabled through profes-
sional discretion, leaving room for professionals to maneuver the organiz-
ing, such as the way in which the project team was given free rein to design 
its own roles and assignments, and to create “a world of its own”.  
 Thirdly, the social dynamic of escalating commitment highlighted the 
negative consequences of the strong group processes in terms of overesti-
mating the group and a magnified sense of self-importance which led to a 
polarization between the two parties in the project. This dynamic can be 
understood through the perspective of performativity. Operating under 
the shadow of group seclusion, the group created a productive and protec-
tive space. This penumbra, or the half-lit environment of the project, ena-
bled unintentionally favorable growth for strong social identification pro-
cesses, which resulted in overestimating the group, the group viewing itself 
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as “superior”, and the development of downward leveling norms. Building 
on this self-perceived strength, the group tried to use its social capital to act 
against external impulses to make the project change direction through 
various actions, such as turning to the media. The penumbra of the project 
organization hence created a specific “ecology” for the group, where the 

shady organizational undergrowth bred a specific performativity.  
 

Figure 7: Illustration of the social dynamics in the project. In the first phase, in-
sulation, the circle and the one-directional arrow illustrate the lack of communi-
cation from the project. In the second phase, homogenization, the circles in the 
project merge which illustrates how project members assimilate a new common 
identity. In the third phase, escalating commitment, the expanded circle illus-
trates the overestimation of the group and the breakdown in communication be-
tween the parties.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Source: Strindlund et al. 2020 

Contribution to the thesis 

The paper mainly contributed knowledge toward research question III con-
cerning how different views of labor market inclusion impact on the organ-
izing of labor market measures and integration, and how this can be under-
stood. The combination of the social capital theory and the shadow organ-
izing approach can offer explanatory value, showing how organizational dy-
namics can influence the development of social capital to produce negative 
effects. 
 The results showed how the different views (identified in paper II) re-
sulted in negative social capital in the project, which can be understood 
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through three relational social dynamics. These social dynamics (insula-
tion, homogenization, and escalating commitment) influenced the organ-
izing of the project and the integration in negative ways. The insulation and 
homogenization dynamics led to interactional integration within the pro-
ject team between the representatives, rather than fostering links toward 
involved organizations. The inward directed focus and the homogenized 
group identity, in combination with a lack of communication and transpar-
ency, made the boundaries of the project increasingly non-permeable. This 
organizing hampered external influence and hindered integration with the 
participating organizations. The results showed how the different perspec-
tives were not visualized and communicated, and how this contributed to 
creating conflicts and polarized relationships between the parties, which in 
turn contributed to the project team’s escalating commitment.  
 The shadow organizing metaphor contributed new ways of understand-
ing the different views of the project and how this influenced the organizing 
and interaction. By using a tree to represent the original idea of the project 
as a cooperative arena and its shadow as a symbol of the actual develop-
ment of the project, the metaphor was used to look beyond the obvious and 
focus on the hidden, thereby capturing the social dynamics appearing 
within the project. 
 The results highlight the importance of focusing on the shadow, that is, 
studying organizing practices outside explicit structures, in order to iden-
tify the development of non-canonical practices and their consequences. 
When organizing cooperation projects that aim to bridge professional com-
petencies or organizational boundaries, the authority actors have to be at-
tentive to the processes within an organization that take place beyond the 
canonical and illuminated practices and designs. In this project, protective 
spaces were created in the penumbra which became a breeding ground for 
unexpected practices. If such practices are allowed to grow without insight, 
they may end up deviating from the original intentions and organizational 
goals.  
 The results show how knowledge of negative effects of social capital and 
the risk of letting projects become isolated from and insulated against their 
environment can increase the understanding of the involved actors’ differ-

ent perspectives and driving forces in interorganizational cooperation, and 
emphasize the importance of prioritizing communication, structure and 
steering, and building trustful relationships between involved actors when 
organizing new interorganizational projects, in order to avoid cooperation 
turning ugly. 
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Paper IV: Social representations and tensions in  
organizing a labor market inclusion project 

Aim and research focus 

The aim was to study the organizing of a municipal labor market inclusion 
project, with a specific focus on how different social representations among 
professional groups played out and conflicted over time. More specifically, 
the research focus was on social representations and power imbalances be-
tween different involved actors.  

Main findings 

The results identified three different social representations of the project: 
1. an individual-oriented representation (as a means of supporting unem-
ployed individuals), 2. an employer-oriented representation (as a means 
of supporting employers), and 3. a political representation (as a means of 
reaching political goals). These representations were identified concerning 
their central core, i.e. the aim, target group, and working methods. The in-
dividual-oriented representation was identified among the labor market 
consultants and the labor market managers employed at the labor market 
unit. The representation was characterized by a perception that the aim of 
the project was to help individuals standing “far from the labor market” to 
become employable by offering various time-limited workplace initiatives, 
such as internships and temporary employment at municipal workplaces. 
The employer-oriented representation was identified among the HR con-
sultants and the HR managers employed at the HR unit. By contrast, this 
representation was characterized by the perception that the project aimed 
to support employers in need of labor by broadening recruitment to indi-
viduals standing closer to the labor market who were considered to be able 
to be employed after the project measures. The political representation was 
connected to municipal politicians, and its central core differed from the 
other two representations. This representation was denoted by political 
agendas, using the project as a means to reach specific targets. Thus, work-
ing methods were not seen as important as long as the project worked with 
the target group on the political agenda at the time in a way that contrib-
uted to reaching the political goals.  
 The results showed how the co-existence of these social representations 
played out and contributed to different tensions during three consecutive 
phases in the project: the making sense phase, the directed phase and the 

withdrawal phase. The project was organized as an integration project, 
with an explicit aim to combine individual and employer perspectives on 
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labor market inclusion. However, it was unclear how this would be orga-
nized, and there were few thoughts about whether this might involve any 
difficulties. 
 During the making sense phase, the ambiguity resulted in an identifi-
cation process where the project team tried to agree on a common social 
representation of the project, that is, what they were supposed to do, for 
whom and how. The group did not manage to agree, and instead two per-
spectives emerged into the individual- and the employer-oriented repre-
sentations. These representations were not communicated, and contrib-
uted to the first tension – incomprehension about each other’s represen-

tations – which split the project team in relation to the representations.  
 The second tension, power struggle, was related to management and 
power issues. The lack of project structure also applied to the steering, 
which resulted in a power struggle between the individual and employer 
perspectives at all levels within the project organization. This tension 
meant a tug-of-war between the parties in trying to dominate the project 
and influence the organizing in accordance with their social representation.  
 The third tension, gap of expectations, was a consequence of the pres-
ence of the different representations, resulting in various expectations of 
the project and making the project appear unclear. This tension emerged 
after the directed phase, in which the politicians influenced the project 
through a short-term political directive, conflicting with both individual 
and employer representations. Not having clear expectations met meant 
frustrations and disappointments concerning the aim, target group, and 
working methods, both within the project organization and among the em-
ployers.  
 The fourth tension, distrust, was a consequence of the discrepancies 
between what was said and what was actually being done in relation to the 
representations. This tension was seen during the withdrawal phase and 
meant that intensified separate grouping processes with decreased integra-
tional activities in the project finally resulting in a collapse in integration.  
 This development can be understood by analyzing the power relations 
between the representatives of different social representations (Danermark 
& Germundsson 2010). The results show that power among the actors was 
relational and conditional on the other representations, and that it changed 
over time. In particular, the results highlighted how a political directive in-
troduced a new “model strong” representation of the project which, due to 
a strong political mandate and hierarchical structures, came to dominate 
the project and led to a short-term power shift, turning the other two rep-
resentations into “model weak”. This political representation, which was 
not in line with either the individual or employer representations, had ma-
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jor consequences for the further development of the project. When the po-
litical input was over, the two representations resumed the struggle for 
power over the project, leading to the growth of two “model strong” actors 
who were unwilling to compromise on their representations, and resulting 
in the withdrawal of the employer representation from the project.  

Contribution to the thesis 

This paper responds to all three research questions in the thesis.  
 Firstly, the results contributed new aspects relating to the research 
question concerning employers’ views on labor market inclusion and how 

this can be understood. The results showed that the employers’ views on 

the aim of the project, the target group, and the character of the support 
and integration depended on what information they had perceived and 
from whom, i.e. the social representation of the project. This meant that 
there were employers who expected the project to act in accordance with 
the employer representation and others who expected it to act in accord-
ance with the individual representation. Depending on whether or not their 
expectations were fulfilled, they developed different views of the project 
and labor market inclusion. Those employers who aligned themselves with 
the individual representation seemed to consider the measure as a way to 
take social responsibility by enabling individuals to break their unemploy-
ment for a shorter period of time and add work experience to their CV. If 
the individual were to make a contribution, this represented added value 
but was not a requirement. On the contrary, those employers who aligned 
themselves with the employer representation seemed to feel that the pro-
ject had not delivered what had been promised. The individuals that they 
had received at the workplaces did not match their actual labor needs, and 
the support from the project was neither sufficient in relation to the target 
group nor employer-oriented. These gaps in expectations seemed to gener-
ate feelings of distrust and unwillingness to continue the cooperation and 
to be involved in future integrative labor market inclusion measures.  
 Secondly, the paper contributes to the research question concerning 
authority actors’ perspectives on labor market inclusion and integration by 

presenting how attribution to different social representations can have a 
major influence on different professionals’ views on these issues. Unlike 

study II, where a common view of the project (empowerment rationality) 
united an interorganizational project team, this result shows how the de-
velopment of two different views divided an intraorganizational group. The 
results point out the importance of understanding the strong mechanisms 
influencing these group identification processes in order to avoid tensions 
and power imbalances between the different perspectives.  
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 Thirdly, the results add knowledge to the research question concerning 
how different views impact on the organizing of labor market measures and 
integration. This study highlights the risks of organizing an integrative pro-
ject with different social representations among involved actors. By not ad-
dressing and communicating these differences, an incomprehension of 
each other’s representations can develop. In combination with lack of 

structure, such as a program theory, this situation can lead to a power 
struggle between the professionals in an attempt to dominate the project 
according to their own interpretation. If the project develops in the oppo-
site direction to the involved actors’ expectations, this can result in distrust 
and an unwillingness to integrate.  
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8. DISCUSSION: 
THE SOCIAL DYNAMICS OF LABOR 

MARKET INCLUSION  

In this chapter, the main findings are discussed in relation to the aim of the 
thesis and the three research questions. The chapter begins with a synthesis 
of the results and continues with a discussion of recurrent themes in the 
thesis, described in terms of social dynamics and their relationship to pre-
vious research. This is followed by methodological considerations and rec-
ommendations for future research. The chapter ends with a conclusion and 
practical implications.  

Synthesis of results 
The aim of this thesis was to explore the social dynamics of labor market 
inclusion with a particular focus on integration, from employers’ and wel-

fare actors’ perspectives. The three empirical studies have contributed an 
increased understanding of employers’ and authority actors’ views and 

their relationships to the organizing and integration in labor market pro-
jects.  
 Below is a brief summary of the main results, highlighting the different 
views and central conditions for understanding these views and the organ-
izing and integration, as well as the different theoretical approaches used.  
 In study I, a phenomenographic approach helped to highlight varia-
tions in employers’ views on people with disabilities, employability, and la-
bor market inclusion. The different views were categorized as constrained 

by disability, independent of disability, and conditional, and could be un-
derstood in relation to a complex interplay between different individual-, 
workplace-, and authority-related aspects and three themes: trust, contri-

bution, and support.  
 In study II, a practice-theory approach helped to zoom in on social dy-
namics in integration, specifically tensions between creativity and norma-
tivity, processes of legitimation and stabilization, and interactional order. 
This contributed to the identification of two divergent views of the studied 
project among the actors: an empowerment rationality and a coordinating 

rationality. Four central concepts were highlighted in relation to under-
standing the views and the organizing and integration: communication, 
trust, structure, and steering.  
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 In the second analysis of study II (paper III), theories of negative effects 
of social capital and shadow organizing helped highlight the dysfunctional 
group processes in the project team. The results emphasized three social 
dynamics in understanding the development of the views and influences on 
the organizing and integration in the project: insulation, homogenization, 
and escalating commitment.  
 Study III applied the theory of social representations in order to iden-
tify three different representations of the studied project among different 
professional groups: an individual-oriented representation, an employer-

oriented representation, and a political representation. Four tensions 
were found, influencing the views and the organizing and integration: in-

comprehension, power struggles, gap of expectations, and distrust.  
 These results, taken together, have shown that the integration projects 
have been influenced by various dysfunctional tensions and social pro-
cesses, hampering integration and thus also labor market inclusion. These 
tensions and processes can be described as social dynamics, and can be un-
derstood in relation to the selected collaborative themes from the theory of 
collaborative advantage (Huxham & Vangen 2005). Three social dynamics 
emerged from the results: multiple and conflicting views, grouping pro-

cesses, and power struggles.  

Multiple and conflicting views  
One of the main results, answering research questions I and II concerning 
employers’ and authority actors’ views on labor market inclusion, was the 

identification of multiple views among the different actors. Through vari-
ous methodological and theoretical approaches, the studies have high-
lighted a diversity of views both among employers and authority actors. 
The papers have identified how these views are built on different rational-
ities and social representations. Apart from being multiple, the results have 
shown that the views are complex, multifaceted, and nuanced, and often 
conflict with other actors’ views. Moreover, the results have found that the 

views are affected by a variety of themes (paper I), concepts (paper II), so-
cial dynamics (paper III), and tensions (paper IV), contributing to addi-
tional dimensions.  
 As for employers, the results from paper I suggest that their views are 
multifaceted and not as dichotomic as previous research has shown (e.g. 
Gilbride et al., 2003; Ju, Roberts and Zhang, 2013; Shaw et al., 2014). The 
results present a framework for interpreting their views in relation to vari-
ous individual-, employer-, and authority-related aspects that can have 
both hampering and facilitating effects, emphasizing the need to consider 
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the context and the specific situation, rather than the general and the pre-
determined. Paper IV contributed further knowledge about employers’ 

views, by showing the impact of their views on the integration between em-
ployers and authority actors. The results showed that employers’ views 

were conditional and not predetermined. What seemed crucial was the de-
scription they had received about the project and whether the project had 
delivered in line with that description, emphasizing the importance of clear 
communication.  
 As for authority actors, paper II identified two views of the project, de-
scribed as an empowerment rationality and a coordinating rationality. 
These rationalities meant contrasting views on most aspects of the project, 
including aim, target group, and working methods. Unlike other research 
on interorganizational integration (e.g. Huxham and Vangen, 2005), the 
results showed that the views were not dependent on organizational or pro-
fessional affiliation. Instead, they could be traced to what rationality the 
professionals in the project organization considered themselves to belong 
to, resulting in a division within the project organization based on these 
rationalities. Paper IV showed that underlying social representations build 
up the actors’ views. The results identified three different rationalities 
among the various professional groups in the project: individual, employer 
and political rationalities. These views were contrasting in relation to per-
ceptions of the project’s aim, target group, and working methods. Unlike in 
study II, these rationalities were closely related to the professionals’ affili-

ations, that is the HR unit, the labor market unit and municipal politics. 
 The multiple and conflicting views can be interpreted based on Hux-
ham and Vangen’s theme of common aims (2005). In theory, common or 
at least compatible aims or visions of the object of the integration are im-
portant as a starting point for integration. In reality, as seen in study II and 
III, the variety of organizational and individual agendas makes it difficult 
for actors to agree. O’Leary and Vij (2012) conclude that the interests of 
collaborative actors may conflict, but they emphasize that the actors must 
agree on the overall aim of the integration and consider whether the differ-
ent organizations’ aims are compatible with the aim of the integration. 

Huxham and Vangen (2005) state that differences in perspectives are in-
evitable in multi-party situations, and are not limited to the aim of the in-
tegration, but relate to other themes and issues such as power, trust, and 
integration structures, which the following dynamics will address. They 
conclude that collaborations have a paradoxical nature requiring “simulta-

neous protection and integration of the partners’ uniquely different re-

sources, experiences, and expertise in complex, dynamic organizing con-
texts” (Huxham and Vangen, 2005; Vangen, 2016, p. 263). 
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 However, the results showed that this paradox was unknown among 
the actors, and that there was widespread incomprehension about the pres-
ence of multiple and conflicting views. The results from the studies focus-
ing on employers’ perspectives (papers I and IV) show that employers do 
not think that the authority actors understand their views of labor market 
inclusion, with the result that workplace-related measures and integration 
around the unemployed individual are organized from the perspective of 
the authorities rather than the employer. Concerning the authority actors’ 

perspective, the results show shortcomings in understanding the presence 
of multiple views and how they interact and conflict. This led to difficulties 
understanding integrative actors’ perspectives concerning their assign-

ments, needs, and contributions in relation to labor market inclusion.  
 The incomprehension about multiple and conflicting views can also be 
understood in relation to Huxham and Vangen’s theme of communication 

and language (Huxham and Vangen, 2005). Both study II and study III 
were characterized by ambiguity and vagueness. The projects lacked pro-
gram theories stating the aim, target group, and working methods. Instead, 
they were built on unclear project plans, with obscure goals and objectives. 
The lack of clarity contributed to an inward directed focus, where the pro-
ject actors spent a lot of time during the start-up phase trying to interpret 
what they were supposed to do, for whom, and how, rather than being di-
recting toward collaborative actors outside the project. In study II, this in-
comprehension was identified through the practice-theory focus area of 
“tensions between creativity and normativity”, where the project team in-
terpreted their assignment in a different way to the original project assign-
ment. In study III, the incomprehension was identified during the “making 
sense phase”, where the lack of communication and language addressing 
the differences between the perspectives and how these needed to be inte-
grated enforced the incomprehension among the professionals. This social 
dynamic relates to the paradox of integration, where each actor embarks 
on integration with different images of what is to be achieved, and a failure 
to communicate these differences and a failure to compromise underlies 
dysfunctional adverse effects (Huxham and Vangen, 2005). 
 Finally, the social dynamic can be understood in relation to Huxham 
and Vangen’s theme of membership structures (Huxham and Vangen, 
2005). The projects in the studies were characterized by ambiguity con-
cerning both membership and status, as well as representativeness. The ac-
tors had different perceptions of who was participating in the projects, their 
own and others’ role or membership status, and what they were represent-
ing and to what degree, helping to enforce the incomprehension about the 
multiple and conflicting views.  
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 The following two dynamics (grouping processes and power strug-

gles) address research question III, concerning how the different views im-
pact on the organizing and integration in the labor market inclusion pro-
jects. 

Grouping processes  
The social dynamic grouping processes describes the dysfunctional group 
identification processes seen in the integration projects within the project 
team, as a consequence of the incomprehension about the multiple and 
conflicting views. The processes were characterized by an inward directed 
focus where, in order to make sense of the assignment, the project actors 
grouped themselves with like-minded people, resulting in different divi-
sions within the project organizations. The process was seen as a reaction 
to the incomprehension about each other’s views and how they conflicted, 
and instead led them to prioritize their own perspectives. The processes can 
also be seen as a consequence of the vagueness characterizing the structure 
of the projects, with the lack of program theories leading the project actors 
to search for answers on their own. 
 The dynamic can be understood in relation to the researcher-developed 
themes of identity and social capital in the theory of collaborative ad-
vantage (Huxham and Vangen, 2005). Huxham and Vangen (2005) de-
scribe identity-forming processes as a complex, interwoven, tangled mix of 
interaction cycles, taking place within and around interorganizational in-
tegration. They conclude that actors often enter integration situations with 
a predisposition about themselves and the collaborative actors, which is 
continuously influenced by actions and interpretations. They point out the 
challenge involving the tension between the need for participants to iden-
tify with their organization and with the integration. 
 In study II, the grouping processes meant that the project team went 
through a strong identification process, identifying themselves with the 
project. In paper II, this process was described through the practice theory 
as “processes of identification and stabilization”, where the project mem-
bers distanced themselves from their home organizations and went 
through an extensive identification-forming process with the project, for 
example by designing a project logo for use on project workers’ clothing 
and marketing materials. In paper III, social capital theory highlighted how 
the grouping developed into dysfunctional processes through the three dy-
namics of insulation, homogenizing, and escalating commitment. Insula-
tion described how the project team withdrew and isolated themselves 
from the environment outside the project. Homogenizing described the 
process whereby the group members began to resemble each other rather 
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than highlighting their differences and complementary competencies. Es-
calating commitment described how the grouping led to an overestimation 
of the group and a magnified sense of self-importance, resulting in a polar-
ization between the two parties in the project.  
 In study III, this social dynamic implied a division within the project 
team in relation to the various social representations of the project. This 
meant that the project team was split into an HR consultant group and a 
labor market consultant group. Huxham and Vangen (2005) point out the 
importance of employment structures for understanding the identification 
processes, where the professionals in study III followed their managers’ 

representations, enforcing the identification with their respective unit ra-
ther than with the project.  
 The grouping processes played out in different ways in the two pro-
jects, with the experiences from project II showing how this social dynamic 
can help to unite project members (and form a basis for dysfunctional 
grouping processes), whereas the experiences from project III were an ex-
ample of how the same dynamic can split a project team. In both examples, 
the dynamic had hampering effects on the organizing and the integration, 
and contributed to a collapse in integration, which shows the importance 
of being aware of the tension between the need for actors to identify with 
their organization and with the integration, as emphasized by Huxham and 
Vangen (2005). 

Power struggles  
The social dynamic of power struggles was identified in the integration 
projects, capturing the dysfunctional processes between actors with differ-
ent views of the same project. This social dynamic followed the grouping 
process, which meant that the integration projects resulted in subgroups 
with conflicting views about the core of the project, that is, the aim, the 
target group, and working methods. This lack of consensus was related to 
the lack of structure characterizing the projects and the lack of communi-
cation concerning the different views and how this affected the organizing 
of the project and the integration. The lack of structure also concerned the 
steering of the projects, with the studies showing that both projects had 
issues with steering structure and engagement, resulting in questions con-
cerning who decides and whose perspective dominates. The power strug-
gles can be seen as a consequence of these malfunctions, where the failure 
to address the differences led the actors to influence the project in line with 
their interpretations. This meant a focus on power struggles rather than 
integration, driving the project actors to dominate the project in line with 
their interpretation.  
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 This social dynamic has a clear connection to the collaboration themes 
of leadership and power (Huxham and Vangen, 2005). In study II, a power 
struggle was identified between the representatives of the empowerment 
rationality and the coordinating rationality through the practice-theory fo-
cus area of “interactional order” (paper II) and the negative effect of social 
capital “escalating commitment” (paper III). In study III, a power struggle 
was identified between the three social representations, and was studied 
through a power perspective and Danermark and Germundsson’s  (2010) 
theory of social representations. The power approach visualized unequal 
interpersonal power relations between the three groups, categorized as 
powerful and non-powerful actors, and showed how this imbalance gener-
ated conflicts and tensions, effectively resulting in a collapse in integration. 
One essential aspect visualized in the study was how a political directive 
with a conflicting view changed the whole direction of the project, contrib-
uting to negative effects on the internal integration between the profes-
sional groups as well as the integration with employers. 
 The negative consequences of the power struggles on integration, as 
noted in both study II and study III, have also been seen in previous re-
search. Power imbalances within integration situations may result in con-
flicts which can hamper the success of the integration (Sawa, 2005; O’Leary 

and Vij, 2012). Structure and leadership issues are both sources of and rem-
edies for power struggles. O’Leary and Vij (2012) conclude that collabora-
tions work more easily when there are no major disparities of power, and 
that a legal mandate for increased authority and power will increase the 
likelihood of integration succeeding. The power struggles have meant a fo-
cus on the steering representatives defending the territory of their own or-
ganization rather than prioritizing integration, a condition that has been 
perceived in previous research as hampering conditions for integration 
(Andersson et al., 2011; SOU, 2018).  
 The power struggles in the project can be interpreted in relation to the-
ories on the importance of leadership in horizontal collaboration contexts 
(Axelsson and Bihari Axelsson, 2013). Axelsson and Bihar Axelsson (2013) 
describe the leadership’s tasks and focus in relation to a development pro-

cess with four phases: facilitating communication (forming phase), manag-
ing conflicts (storming phase), creating trust (norming phase), and facili-
tating work and contacts (performing phase). The steering representatives 
failed to facilitate communication between the rationalities during the 
forming phase, and did not manage the conflicts during the storming 
phase. Nor did they contribute to creating trust between the parties during 
the norming phase, or to facilitating work and contacts during the perform-
ing phase. Instead, the power struggle was given too much space, contrib-
uting to polarization and distrustful relationships between the parties. 
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Huxham and Vangen (2005) conclude that collaboration leadership con-
sists of balancing facilitative activities undertaken in the “spirit of collabo-

ration” and manipulative activities labeled “collaborative thuggery”, where 
the power struggles in the projects can be understood as a failure to strike 
this balance.  
 The power struggles and the previous social dynamics led to distrustful 
relationships, both within the projects and in relation to integrative actors 
outside the projects. Distrustful relationships between actors with conflict-
ing views were related to gaps in expectations among the actors, that is, the 
perception that the project and the integration had developed in an unex-
pected direction. These deviations contributed to distrust between the rep-
resentatives of the different views. The distrustful relationships were char-
acterized by feelings of disappointment and frustration among those actors 
whose views were not taken into account.  
 This can be understood through the collaboration theme of trust 
(Huxham and Vangen, 2005), described as collaborative actors’ expecta-

tions of and faith in the integration, and the other actors’ future behaviors 

in relation to meeting these expectations. Huxham and Vangen (2005) 
point out that trust is closely related to power, and see the two themes as 
opposite sides of the same coin, since perceptions of power imbalance in-
evitably lead to feelings of mistrust.  
 In study II, distrustful relationships developed between the represent-
atives of the rationalities. Trust was one of the conditions highlighted in 
paper II in terms of understanding the negative development of the project, 
related to deficiencies in communication, structure, and steering. When the 
steering representatives understood that the project team had developed 
the project in a conflicting direction, they lost faith in the project team and 
chose to end the project prematurely. The lack of trust led to a total collapse 
in integration. In study III, this social dynamic was described as a tension, 
following on from power struggles and a gap of expectations, resulting in 
distrust and an unwillingness to collaborate. The tension was seen as a con-
sequence of the actors adhering to the employer representation, concluding 
that their perspectives were not taken into account. The employers were 
critical that the project did not deliver support and integration organized 
from their perspective, according to the themes from study I (trust, contri-
bution, and support). Their distrust toward the authority actors and their 
failure to deliver what was promised resulted in a deterioration in relations, 
hampering future integration within labor market inclusion. For the repre-
sentatives from the HR unit, the social dynamic led to an unwillingness to 
collaborate and their withdrawal from the project.  
 The results show the interrelated connections between distrust and 
communication found in previous integration research (Andersson et al., 
2011; O’Leary and Vij, 2012). They also confirm research highlighting that 
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trust is essential in integration (Ståhl, 2010; Andersson et al., 2011; O’Leary 

and Vij, 2012). The experiences demonstrate the fragility of trust, and serve 
as examples of how trust takes time to build but can be destroyed in a very 
short time (Andersson et al., 2011; SOU, 2018).  

Methodological considerations 
The research process in this thesis has been influenced by continuous 
methodological considerations, contributing to both strengths and limita-
tions that need to be considered when interpreting the findings. A more 
detailed description of the methodological issues is provided in the sum-
mary of the studies (studies I-III) and in the appended papers (I-IV).  
 One consideration concerns the research role and the employment ar-
rangement enabling practical work to be combined with research. The com-
bination employment meant that I represented both the university and the 
coordination association. One benefit of this arrangement was that it facil-
itated access to the practice. A disadvantage was that it was sometimes dif-
ficult to separate the research studies from the regular practice. Another 
aspect of the research role concerns my pre-understanding of the studied 
phenomenon. Through my previous experience of practical work at the PES 
I had some prior knowledge of the practice, which was an asset throughout 
the research process, from staging the studies to the data analysis. How-
ever, this also involved a risk of preconceptions about the data, and in order 
to prevent distortions from such biases and to increase awareness of pre-
conceptions and interpretations, continuous peer debriefing with my su-
pervisors and co-writers took place.  
 Another consideration concerns the research design, where the three 
empirical studies were designed in order to explore labor market inclusion 
from the perspectives of authority actors and employers. The studies in-
volved material from all three interactive actors, with a focus on authorities 
and employers. In total, the sample consisted of more than 100 informants, 
providing a wide variation of experiences and perspectives on the studied 
phenomenon. In study I, this variation was considered to be one of the 
strengths of the study, addressing the problem of self-selection from previ-
ous studies. In both study II and study III, the variation of informants (pro-
ject staff members, management representatives, unemployed individuals, 
professionals representing the home-organizations, and employers) con-
tributed insights into how various perspectives influence the organizing 
and integration of labor market inclusion. One of the limits of study I was 
that the phenomenological approach allowed for a focus on employers’ 

views and sayings, and not on their actual doings. This argument was ad-
dressed in studies II and III, where the various ethnographical methods 
such as observations, shadowing, and document studies complemented the 
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interviews, all contributing to a deeper and more nuanced understanding 
of the phenomenon, concerning both doings and saying. The longitudinal 
study design also proved to be a valuable approach for understanding the 
different perspectives and how they changed over time.  
 Another aspect of the research design concerns the interactive ap-

proach. The interactive research in combination with the employment ar-
rangement gave me the opportunity to “stay in the context of discovery” 

(Swedberg, 2012) for five years. This resulted in extensive data collection 
with thick descriptions of the studied phenomenon. One challenge with this 
approach has been to distinguish between what constitutes the research 
study and what constitutes general knowledge about the context and labor 
market inclusion. Another challenge with this approach concerns the con-
tinuous feedback given to the project, which was sometimes seen as criti-
cism by some actors. This hampered the interactive approach, and made 
access more difficult in some situations where the researchers were consid-
ered a threat rather than offering a contribution to the project develop-
ment. The approach called for constant reflection about the balance be-
tween proximity to and distance from the field. Here, my supervisors and 
co-authors have had a significant role, reminding me to keep track of the 
specific studies and not the whole context, as well as highlighting the im-
portance of keeping my distance in order to not be included in what is stud-
ied.  
 Moreover, the interactive approach has involved challenges that relate 
to the role of the researcher concerning feedback on negative aspects of the 
organizing and interaction. In study II, highlighting shortcomings contrib-
uted to the closure of the project, where the results were in line with the 
management’s agenda. In study III, the management had a different ap-

proach, resulting in hampering an interactive approach and the feedback 
of results. These experiences show the challenges of the researcher’s role in 
balancing pointing out shortcomings and building trustful relationships for 
continuing integration and opportunities for access.  
 Moreover, the research process has involved theoretical considera-

tions. Following the theorizing process, the theoretical approaches were 
not stated from the beginning but emerged during the process. The inter-
active approach has also influenced the data analysis, which has been a con-
tinuous iterative zooming in and out process between practice and theory. 
This has meant gradually building on the pre-understanding with new in-
sights through the studies and the theoretical analysis. Another asset was 
that the data analysis involved the supervisors and co-writers in all four 
papers, contributing their specific experiences and perspectives in different 
ways. Also, the use of various theoretically approaches has provided differ-



Discussion 

 103 

ent lenses, which has contributed to exploring the phenomenon and en-
riching the data as a whole. One limitation of this varied approach is that I 
have not developed a deeper experience of using the different theories.  
 The main strength of the research approach is that it has facilitated a 
close study of labor market inclusion, not only on the surface, but also the 
fluid and intangible parts. The ethnographical approach has contributed to 
new insights and knowledge of the phenomenon and the social dynamics 
of labor market inclusion, where the four papers only form a limited part 
of all the material. This approach can be related to Malcom Gladwell’s 

(2014) 10,000 hour rule, suggesting that in order to master something one 
needs to devote 10,000 hours, and writing a thesis at least meets the time 
demands.  
 The trustworthiness of a qualitative study depends on four criteria: 
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln and 
Guba, 1985). These aspects have been addressed by the findings of the stud-
ies having been systematically presented to project participants, profes-
sionals, and politicians, representing different local and national contexts 
within labor market inclusion. The findings have been continuously dis-
cussed among the co-authors and with colleagues at seminars (local, na-
tional, and international), as well as in informal discussions. Moreover, 
concerning transferability, the findings emphasize the importance of con-
text-specific conditions.  

Future research 
This thesis points to a need for future research.  

 Further ethnographical research studies of various integration con-
texts are recommended, in relation to both integration projects and 
integration within ordinary structures, in order to enrich the data 
and the understanding of labor market inclusion.  

 Further studies of employers’ perspectives and roles in labor market 

inclusion projects and measures are also requested, ideally in con-
texts where the employers are really involved and also with employ-
ers outside the public sector.  

 Moreover, the political perspective on labor market inclusion, which 
has only been touched upon in this thesis, but which turned out to 
play a central role in study III, needs to be explored in more depth.  

 Finally, future research studies applying an interactive research ap-
proach are encouraged, to ensure that the research design is an-
chored and requested by the practice system, given its potential im-
pact on the practice.  
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Conclusions 
This thesis contributes to the knowledge of integration inertia (Huxham 
and Vangen, 2005) within the labor market inclusion context by pointing 
out shortcomings and challenges in the organizing of integration projects, 
relating to both the challenges of intraorganizational and interorganiza-
tional integration between the authorities and the intersectoral integration 
between authorities and employers. Thus, it can be concluded that labor 
market inclusion does not function like a piece of clockwork machinery. 
Rather, this thesis has revealed – through the close study of two labor mar-
ket inclusion integration projects – a complex and dynamic interplay be-
tween the involved actors’ various views, and social processes in the project 

organizations and organizational aspects, referred to as social dynamics. 
These social dynamics constitute the key concepts in this thesis, contrib-
uting understanding about how integration and organizing within labor 
market inclusion projects work, or rather, what makes them fail. Three so-
cial dynamics were identified: multiple and conflicting views, grouping 

processes, and power struggles.  
 The social dynamics can be understood through the metaphor of 
shadow organizing, exploring organizing as intrarelating processes focus-
ing on what happens in the interstices between intentional and uninten-
tional organizing actions (Gherardi, Jensen and Nerland, 2017). This met-
aphor brings out the dynamic and liminal aspects of organizations, outlin-
ing organizations in terms of activity and process rather than in terms of 
stable entities. The different perceptions of the projects can be seen as trees 
and their shadows. By zooming in on the shadows and those parts that are 
not obvious, the social dynamics can be identified and illuminated. The so-
cial dynamics can be understood through the concept of liminality, captur-
ing the grey zone between canonical and non-canonical practices. This ad-
dresses the discrepancy and tensions between the multiple views, between 
what was prescribed in the projects and what actually came to be practiced, 
i.e. the gaps of expectations. The social dynamics can also be understood in 
relation to the concept of secrecy, which captures the secluded environ-
ment and limited transparency in the projects. This secrecy was found to 
be a result of vagueness and a lack of steering, structure, and communica-
tion characterizing the organizing within the projects, which allowed the 
dynamics to develop unnoticed and without being questioned. Moreover, 
the social dynamics can be understood through the concept of productivity, 
illustrated as sheltered half-lit spaces in the shadows. This shady organiza-
tional undergrowth bred a specific performativity and facilitated an unin-
tentional but favorable growth of dysfunctional grouping processes and 
power struggles.  
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 Increased knowledge and awareness of this complexity and the social 
dynamics of labor market inclusion may contribute to increased prepared-
ness when organizing integration projects. The results suggest that by iden-
tifying and addressing the multiple views characterizing integration pro-
jects and not letting incomprehension dominate, destructive social dynam-
ics may not be given as much space, or may even be avoided, which can 
stimulate a willingness to integrate rather than the opposite.  

Practical implications 
This thesis has highlighted challenges involved with integration and organ-
izing in labor market inclusion projects. Given the risk of collaborative in-
ertia, the recommendations follow Huxham and Vangen’s advice: “Don’t 

do it unless you have to” (Huxham and Vangen, 2005, p. 13). However, 
since labor market inclusion is a fragmented and complex assignment 
shared by several authority actors in relation to the unemployed individual 
and the employers, integration is often demanded, or requested. In those 
cases, integration competence is needed to avoid integration failure. One 
excellent source of integration competence is Huxham and Vangen’s theory 
of collaborative advantage.  
 This thesis may also contribute to integration competence by highlight-
ing some recommendations based on the lessons from the failures in the 
projects:  

 Organize integration projects based on program theories with 
clearly stated aims, target groups, and working methods. 

 Organize and clarify the project organizations, concerning roles, 
mandates, and assignments.  

 Prioritize the management of the integration projects and ensure 
that these representatives possess good communication skills. 

 Be sure to include the employers’ perspectives when organizing labor 

market inclusion projects and measures.  
 Prioritize evaluation and create conditions for a learning environ-

ment. 
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